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ditionalist philosopher. After receiving his primary school 
education in Iran, he was sent to the United States at the 
age of twelve and graduated from the Peddie School in 


New Jersey in 1950. He studied physics and mathematics 
at Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT) and 
received his doctorate from Harvard University in 1958 
with specialization in Islamic cosmology and science. 
From 1958 until 1979, Nasr was professor of the history 
of science and philosophy at Tehran University where he 
became dean of the Faculty of Letters for some years. He 
also served as president of Aryamehr University in Iran. It 
was during these years in Iran that Nasr studied with such 
traditional philosophers as S. M. Kazim ‘Assar and S. M. 
Hossein Tabataba’i. 

After the Iranian Revolution of 1979, Nasr migrated 
to the United States and taught at Temple University 
before joining the George Washington University in 1984. 
In 1981, Nasr gave the Gifford Lectures at the University 
of Edinburgh, which was published the same year as 
Knowledge and the Sacred. In 1999 he was chosen to be the 
first Muslim scholar to receive the Templeton Religion 
and Science Course Award. Most recently, a volume in the 
Library of Living Philosophers Series has been dedicated to 
him and his work. 

As a prolific scholar and philosopher, Nasr has writ¬ 
ten extensively on topics as diverse as metaphysics and 
cosmology, tradition and modernity, Islamic science, 
comparative mysticism, Islamic art, interfaith dialogue, 
Sufism, and the environmental crisis. He is a promi¬ 
nent member of the traditionalist school of thought 
that includes such names as Rene Guenon, Ananda 
Coomoraswamy, and Frithjof Schuon. Nasr has played a 
key role in formulating and disseminating the ideas of the 
traditionalists on traditional metaphysics, sacred view of 
nature, and the critique of modern science. His Knowl¬ 
edge and the Sacred, his magnum opus in the field of 
philosophy and comparative religion, attempts to recon¬ 
struct traditional philosophy as an alternative to the 
modern worldview that Nasr describes as metaphysically 
blind and reductionist. Like the other traditionalists, Nasr 
places religion—or what Schuon calls religio perennis —at 
the heart of human history. A closely related term that 
permeates his work is perennial philosophy, which again 
points to the universality of tradition. In this view, tradi¬ 
tion does not mean customs but signifies that primordial 
truth of divine origin that lies at the center of all cultures 
and religious traditions. Tradition is thus closely related 
to revelation and its articulation in philosophy, theology, 
mysticism, and sacred art. 

Nasr’s concept of traditional metaphysics is centered 
around a holistic and hierarchic view of reality. Saturated 
with traditional theocentrism, Nasr’s view of metaphysics 
posits God or the One as the source, center, and end of all 
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there is. This principle takes on many different forms and 
formulations in different traditions but remains essen¬ 
tially the same. In keeping with the spirit of premodern 
philosophy, the spiritual has a higher ontological status 
over the material because the former is taken to reveal the 
divine and the latter to conceal it.The imagery of the great 
chain of being defines a good part of Nasr’s metaphysical 
works. Nasr also attempts to create a holistic view of real¬ 
ity by showing the interrelatedness of the various levels 
and states of being. 

Because every level of reality has its own meaning 
and place in the total economy of divine creation, none of 
them can be reduced to a lower order of reality nor the 
whole to one single element. According to Nasr, it is this 
teleological and hierarchic view of the universe that has 
prevented the premodern sciences of nature from slip¬ 
ping into reductionism and materialism. In addition to 
Knowledge and the Sacred, Nasr has provided a detailed 
analysis of these issues in his other works including The 
Need for a Sacred Science (1993) and An Introduction to 
Islamic Cosmological Doctrines (1964). In his major works 
on traditional metaphysics and cosmology, Nasr’s main 
concern has been to revive scientia sacra (sacred science) 
by showing the underlying unity and interrelatedness of 
the transmitted, intellectual, and physical sciences under 
the umbrella of metaphysics. 

Nasr sees all cultures and civilizations emanating 
from an essentially religious vision of the universe. This 
has led him to author a number of works on what he calls 
the “sacred view of the universe.” From an ethical point of 
view, nature is seen as a sacred trust from God and from 
a metaphysical and theological point of view as vestigia 
Dei (signs of God; ayat Allah in Arabic). This suggests 
that the order of nature has an essential telos, which 
makes it teleological, sacred, and intrinsically intelligible 
all at once. Nasr’s lifelong interest in traditional and mod¬ 
ern science can thus be seen as an extension of his view of 
metaphysics. In a number of works on Islamic science, a 
term Nasr has introduced to the field, he discussed the 
meaning of science within the context of the Islamic reli¬ 
gious worldview and analyzed the achievements of 
Islamic scientific tradition in such fields as medicine, 
astronomy, mathematics, algebra, chemistry, physics, 
geography, and natural history. 

Nasr’s works on the relationship between religion, 
science, and the environmental crisis have had a long¬ 
standing impact in both the Islamic and European intel¬ 
lectual circles. His early work The Encounter of Man and 
Nature: The Spiritual Crisis of Modern Man, first appeared 
in 1968 and was one of the first books to predict the envi¬ 


ronmental crisis. The book is a philosophical critique of 
the modern conception of nature as inert matter. This is 
also the first book in which Nasr takes up the challenge of 
modern science and its secular outlook. The second 
important book to appear in this line of writings is Reli¬ 
gion and the Order of Nature (1996) in which he gives an 
account of the rise of modern science, criticizes the secu¬ 
lar and reductionist philosophies of nature, and presents 
the traditional religious view of cosmos and the human 
body as a viable alternative to modern scientism and 
reductionism. 

An overall concern of Nasr’s thought has been to 
define the fault lines of tradition and modernity. As a tra¬ 
ditionalist philosopher, Nasr defines modernity as a dis¬ 
tinct worldview based on the denial of the transcendent, 
and rejects it. He considers the environmental crisis, the 
modern culture of nihilism and skepticism, and the rise 
of scientific positivism and materialism a direct result of 
the various forms of modernism. Against the proponents 
of modernism in both the European and the Islamic 
world, Nasr calls for a revival of the Islamic intellectual 
tradition in particular and traditional thought in general 
to address the challenges of the modern world. His work 
on Islamic philosophy and Sufism has been instrumental 
in showing the relevance of this tradition for questions of 
immediate concern to the contemporary Muslim world. 

See also Cosmology; Islamic Philosophy; Metaphysics; 
Nature, Philosophical Ideas of; Sufism. 
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NATIONALISM 

In defining the word nationalism, at least five senses can 
be identified: (1) a sentiment of loyalty to a nation (a 
variety of patriotism); (2) a propensity, as applied to poli¬ 
cies, to consider exclusively the interests of one’s own 
nation, especially in cases where these compete with the 
interests of other nations; (3) an attitude that attaches 
high importance to the distinctive characteristics of a 
nation and, therefore, (4) a doctrine that maintains that 
national culture should be preserved; and (5) a political 
and an anthropological theory that asserts that 
humankind is naturally divided into nations, that there 
are determinate criteria for identifying a nation and for 
recognizing its members, that each nation is entitled to an 
independent government of its own, that states are legit¬ 
imate only if constituted in accordance with this princi¬ 
ple, and that the world would be rightly organized, 
politically speaking, only if every nation formed a single 
state and every state consisted exclusively of the whole of 
one nation. 

NATURE AND CRITERIA OF 
NATIONALITY 

Nationalist doctrines and theories of the kinds referred to 
in (4) and (5) date from the end of the eighteenth cen¬ 
tury. Attachment to one’s nation and the belief that, for 
instance, all Englishmen constitute an English nation are, 
no doubt, much older. Men have always had this kind of 
attachment to an in-group—whether tribe, city, or 
nation—and a corresponding awareness of (and perhaps 
hostility toward) nonmembers as foreigners. But what 
characterizes nations, distinguishing them from groups 
of other kinds? 

THE NATION DEFINED BY THE STATE. A nation, 
wrote the French revolutionary ideologist the Abbe Sieyes 
in 1789, is “a union of individuals governed by one law, 
and represented by the same law-giving assembly.” Thus 
conceived, a nation’s unity and identity derive from polit¬ 
ical organization, and the state would thus be logically 
prior to the nation. This view was consistent with the 
individualist or atomistic interpretation of group phe¬ 
nomena of which John Locke was a typical exponent and 


which was characteristic of much of the social theorizing 
of the eighteenth-century Enlightenment. Writers like 
Denis Diderot and Marquis de Condorcet considered that 
individuals must be taken to concur in the setting up of a 
political order because (or insofar as) it is in their inter¬ 
ests, several and collective. A public interest, thus created, 
is the ground of a duty to preserve and defend the order, 
and the state, as the subject of this interest, becomes a 
proper object of loyalty. Those sharing in such a common 
interest would constitute one people, or nation. This view 
of nationality is supported by the way in which, in ordi¬ 
nary speech, citizenship and nationality are interchange¬ 
able in many contexts. (This was once true of legal usage, 
too; however, many states now distinguish the rights and 
duties of a citizen from those of a national.) If, however, 
we do distinguish nationality from citizenship in ordi¬ 
nary speech, it is principally by narrowing citizenship to 
matters of political and legal status, whereas to determine 
nationality we take into account criteria like place of 
birth, parentage, language, and cultural tradition. 

THE NATION DEFINED BY LANGUAGE AND CUL¬ 
TURE. The conception of nationality as language and cul¬ 
ture became articulate, as an element in nationalist 
ideology, at the end of the eighteenth century, mainly 
through the work of German writers such as Johann 
Gottfried Herder, Novalis, Friedrich Schleiermacher, and 
Johann Gottlieb Fichte. Whereas for the French revolu¬ 
tionaries a nation was a group of individuals subject to a 
single political order, for the Germans nations were dis¬ 
tinguished from one another by God and nature. Each 
had its peculiar character closely related to its common 
language. Since language is the vehicle of a tradition, pre¬ 
serving and transmitting sentiments, symbols, emotional 
associations, and myths, to share a native language is to 
share a common culture. “Every language,” wrote 
Schleiermacher, “is a particular mode of thought, and 
what is cogitated in one language can never be repeated in 
the same way in another.” This concept of nationality 
tended to be associated with a metaphysical doctrine that 
saw every nation as the expression of a spirit or idea, 
which in turn expressed a particular aspect of the divine 
image. The diversity of nations was a reflection of the 
diversity of reality, and each nation made its necessary 
contribution to the progress of humankind. Its members 
therefore had a moral duty to preserve and foster it. Thus, 
in reacting against the Francophile cosmopolitanism of 
the Aufklarung (German Enlightenment), the German 
cultural nationalist nevertheless continued to see the 
nations against the backcloth of humanity, each with a 
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role to play in what, in the end, was a drama of 
humankind. 

As these writers saw it, a nation’s existence did not 
depend on its members’ choice or recognition; or, rather, 
because it formed their consciousness, they could hardly 
choose not to be members. If the German nation was a 
natural fact, it was because men reared in a German tra¬ 
dition would be essentially different from Englishmen or 
Frenchmen. Thus, a German who tried to ape the French 
inhibited the expression of his own nature and made do 
with what for him were artificial second bests. 

THE NATION DEFINED BY COMMON HERITAGE. 
The conception of nationality as language and culture 
was challenged by Ernest Renan in the famous lecture 
Quest-ce qu’une nation? of 1882. It is a mistake, says 
Renan, to confuse nations with ethnographic and linguis¬ 
tic groups. Common racial origin, language, or religion, 
common economic interests, or the facts of geography are 
not sufficient to constitute a nation. There are nations 
like the Swiss, who do not share such characteristics, and 
there are linguistic groups like the English-speaking peo¬ 
ples, who do but who do not form a single nation. 
According to Renan, what constitutes a nation is the pos¬ 
session, first, of a common history, particularly of suffer¬ 
ings—of a store, that is, of common memories that are a 
source of common sympathy and pride. But it is impor¬ 
tant that some things be forgotten, too, for until old 
wounds have healed, the sense of sharing a common 
heroic tradition will be lacking. Thus, the second condi¬ 
tion of nationality is a will to live together and to keep the 
common heritage alive. “To have done great things 
together, and the will to do more, these are the essential 
conditions for a people.... The existence of a nation is ... 
a daily plebiscite.” 

Granted the importance of personal identification 
with a common tradition in the life of a nation, the 
metaphor of common memories does little, perhaps, to 
elucidate what gives a national tradition its unity and 
continuity. In the sense in which memory is important 
for individual self-knowledge and identity, individuals 
cannot remember what happened before they were born. 
Nor need their heroic ancestors stand in any generative 
relation to them. It is only in a figurative sense that a 
Frenchman could claim Joan of Arc for an ancestor. It is 
only because he is already a participant in a national tra¬ 
dition that he knows whom to call ancestor. Different sit¬ 
uations call out different loyalties, and the ancestors a 
man acknowledges may differ accordingly. An American 
Jew of German descent might identify himself now with 


Thomas Jefferson, now with Judas Maccabaeus, now with 
Frederick the Great. Again, although men may share 
memories simply by having been present at the same 
event, to share a common history is not just to know the 
same historical facts; it is to identify with the same his¬ 
toric symbols, feel vicarious pride in the same achieve¬ 
ments, and feel indignation at the same affronts. A 
Frenchman may know as much about Frederick as about 
Joan; it is because Joan is his and Frederick theirs that he 
is a Frenchman. A nation exists, then, where there is a 
group of individuals, attached in this way to a common 
body of symbols, who recognize one another as fellow 
members sharing similar attitudes to these symbols and 
who, because of this, feel a loyalty and concern for one 
another that they would not extend to outsiders. Finguis- 
tic, religious, or physiognomic features may have a part in 
determining who is so recognized, and the importance of 
any one of them may be different in different situations. 

THE NATION DEFINED BY TERRITORY. A characteris¬ 
tic of nationality distinguishing it from most other kinds 
of group attachment is its relation to territory. For a 
group to have no special territorial affinity would not 
prevent one from calling it a sect, a family, or a social 
class. The idea of a homeland, however, seems essential to 
the idea of a nation. The true cosmopolitan has no place 
where he belongs. This illumines the close conceptual 
relation between nation and state, for a state is also terri¬ 
torially based and will admit nonmembers only on its 
own terms. 

Where an area has a history of conflict among reli¬ 
gious, linguistic, or racial groups each concentrated in a 
particular territory, the members of each will be con¬ 
scious of themselves as a separate group with a history of 
supremacy or suffering associated with that territory; the 
characteristics that significantly differentiate the group 
from those around it will come to be thought of as those 
of people who belong to that territory, even when they are 
also found outside it. Any such group excluded from 
political power may be expected to aspire to independ¬ 
ence and to want to settle in its own territory the terms on 
which power and prestige are enjoyed. There is, then, a 
wide range of features by which a national group might 
identify itself and its members. Which of them becomes 
the focus of nationality in any given case will depend on 
how the group has come to self-consciousness; that fea¬ 
ture will very often correspond to the criterion by which 
it has been singled out as an object of oppression. Its 
homeland will be the territory in which the group so 
defined now predominates or predominated in some ear¬ 
lier period to which its common recollections go back. 
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THE NATION DEFINED BY COMMON AIM. However, 
because nationalism is so often a form of protest, the con¬ 
cept of the nation to which it is tied may depend as much 
on the definition of the out-group against which it is 
aimed as on the positive delineation of the in-group. In 
the twentieth century African and Asian nationalisms, for 
instance, relied heavily on the repudiation of white colo¬ 
nialism and on an aspiration to count as the white man’s 
equal. However, on its own this cannot be enough to con¬ 
stitute a nation, for though the same sentiments are 
found throughout Black Africa, only a few Africans see 
themselves as a single nation aspiring to unity in a single 
state. Nationalism, in fact, can exist before the nation, as 
the aspiration of a European-trained elite aiming at 
native independence in a territory defined by an imperial 
power for administrative convenience, not by any native 
tradition or symbolic attachment. Having transformed a 
colony into a state, nationalists in countries such as 
Ghana must then create a nation. That states can be as 
important in making nations as nations can be in making 
states is borne out by the success of the United States. The 
failure of the Austro-Hungarian Empire to create a nation 
was the cause of its disintegration. 

NATURE SELF'DETERMINITION 

The twin sources of modern nationalist doctrine are the 
French conception of popular sovereignty and German 
romantic anthropological nationalism. In eighteenth- 
century political theory the attribution of sovereignty to 
the people instead of the monarch gave the people the 
right to determine its own mode of government. This 
implied no threat to the existing order of states and gave 
rise to no irredentisms in France and England, where the 
territorial boundaries of the self-conscious nation corre¬ 
sponded more or less with the established frontiers of the 
state and where the state itself was already a national sym¬ 
bol. In Germany and Italy, however, nationality spilled 
across frontiers. If the people, being sovereign, might 
choose the political order it wished and if “the people” 
was defined by nationality irrespective of existing states, 
then a national will to unity and independence was self- 
justifying even though it dismembered existing states, 
upset dynastic legitimacy, and sanctioned the invasion of 
one sovereign state by another in the interest of national 
liberation. The Italian nationalist Giuseppe Mazzini put 
the case in extreme terms, professing the belief that the 
political unity and independence of every nation within 
its natural boundaries was ordained by God. A character¬ 
istically more moderate view was stated by J. S. Mill in 
Representative Government (1861): 


Where the sentiment of nationality exists in any 
force, there is a prima facie case for uniting all 
the members of the nationality under the same 
government, and a government to themselves 
apart. This is merely saying that the question of 
government ought to be decided by the gov¬ 
erned. One hardly knows what any division of 
the human race would be free to do if not to 
determine with which of the various collective 
bodies of human beings they would choose to 
associate themselves. 

There are very great difficulties, however, in the 
notion of a right to self-determination, whether individ¬ 
ual or collective. The idea of a state as an organization 
exercising authority over everyone within its boundaries 
is not compatible with the idea of conceding to each man 
a right to choose whether to give it his allegiance. Of 
course, everyone may have a right to some influence on 
how and by whom he will be governed. But this amounts 
to a right to participate in certain constitutional decision 
procedures that take the political framework for granted, 
not to a right to take or leave it as one likes. Nor is a col¬ 
lective right any easier. On the practical level no amount 
of fragmentation or partition could put every individual 
in an area like the Balkans into the right state. 

A more fundamental problem, however, is to decide 
what constitutes a national group for the purpose of self- 
determination. In the name of national unity Ghanaian 
nationalists deny self-determination to the Ashanti as the 
Congolese denied it to Katanga. If Germans claim that all 
German-speaking people, as members of the German 
nation, ought to be included in Germany, would the prin¬ 
ciple of national self-determination leave so-called Ger¬ 
mans abroad any choice in the matter? And if they 
demurred, would it be as Germans or as non-Germans? If 
as Germans, would this be compatible with the self-deter¬ 
mination of the whole German people? Clearly, if nation¬ 
ality is to be judged by objective criteria like language, the 
principle of national self-determination would support 
irredentist expansion policies irrespective of the wishes of 
the subgroup concerned since the nation’s will would 
presumably be more authoritatively expressed by the 
greater part than by the lesser. But if nationality is judged 
by subjective criteria, like a will to live under one govern¬ 
ment, repudiation by the subgroup would appear to be 
ground enough for saying that it was not part of the same 
nation after all. But a dissentient minority within that 
subgroup could then equally well claim a separate 
national identity and so on. If one accepts subjective cri- 
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teria for group self-determination, there is no reason for 
stopping short of individual self-determination. 

The objective criteria, though often difficult to apply 
in actual cases, do provide clear principles for the proper 
constitution of states. However, they can claim no sup¬ 
port from the individualist doctrine that political obliga¬ 
tion must rest on consent. This principle has played its 
part in the history of nationalist doctrine. Immanuel 
Kant maintained that the principle of moral freedom and 
autonomy implied that men, as self-legislating members 
of the kingdom of ends, must impose political obligation 
upon themselves and that authority must derive from 
and be subject to the general will as expressed in law. 
Nationalists like the German political economist Adam 
Muller transformed the argument, however, by identify¬ 
ing the individual with the nation, insisting that the indi¬ 
vidual’s permanent will was more truly expressed in the 
Volksgeist, or national spirit, than in any particular indi¬ 
vidual preference. Thus, the general will, which for Jean- 
Jacques Rousseau and Kant reconciled individual moral 
autonomy with political authority and obligation, 
became a way of denying the relevance of personal choice 
when it ran counter to the national spirit. 

Early nineteenth-century nationalism was neverthe¬ 
less liberal and humane in intention. Fichte and Mazzini 
would have argued that unless a nation was united in an 
independent sovereign state, its members, unable to com¬ 
mand the respect of others as equals, would be lacking in 
dignity and self-respect. Much of the persuasive charm of 
nationalism in Africa and Asia has a similar source. Men 
of color repudiating white superiority feel that for their 
own self-respect they must be ruled by men of their own 
color and kind with whom they can identify and who will 
be received on equal footing by the leaders of other sov¬ 
ereign states. 

However, the moral uncertainty out of which nation¬ 
alism is born and which is perhaps its main justification, 
readily turns, once unity and independence has been 
won, into an aggressive assertiveness and national ego¬ 
ism, akin to what in France Charles Maurras called “inte¬ 
gral nationalism,” “the exclusive pursuit of national 
policies, the absolute maintenance of national integrity, 
and the steady increase of national power.” The nation¬ 
state is no longer set in the context of a larger humanity; 
it is its own sufficient justification. Nationalism in this 
key is frankly irrationalist, delighting in the symbolic 
rhetoric of “blood and soil.” Enormously important as it 
is for the historian and sociologist, it would be absurd to 
treat it as if it invited serious rational criticism. 


See also Condorcet, Marquis de; Diderot, Denis; Enlight¬ 
enment; Fichte, Johann Gottlieb; Herder, Johann Got¬ 
tfried; Jefferson, Thomas; Kant, Immanuel; Loyalty; 
Mill, John Stuart; Novalis; Patriotism; Philosophical 
Anthropology; Racism; Renan, Joseph Ernest; 
Rousseau, Jean-Jacques; Schleiermacher, Friedrich 
Daniel Ernst; Self-Interest; Social and Political Philoso¬ 
phy; Sovereignty; State. 
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Stanley I. Benn (1967) 


NATIONALISM 

[ADDENDUM] 

However it is characterized, nationalism is a phenome¬ 
non of central importance in the modern world because 
it reflects the special moral significance that most people 
in fact attach to their ties as members of a particular 
nation. All forms of nationalism share the view that it is 
right and good for some particular people, or all peoples, 
to promote a common national identity through appro¬ 
priate institutions. Contemporary philosophers are 
increasingly concerned to evaluate the claims of national¬ 
ism. Are ties of nationality desirable? Do they generate 
special obligations among conationals that do not extend 
to others? Is national identity compatible with the rights 
of national minorities in a larger nation-state, and duties 
of global justice that are owed to distant peoples? Is 
nationalism compatible with standard liberal assump¬ 
tions concerning the equal worth of all persons, and the 
impartiality required for justice? If liberalism, national¬ 
ism, and global justice come into conflict, which should 
give way to better accommodate the prior claims of the 
other? What separates a morality of nationalism from a 
politics of tribalism? 

Such issues have come to the fore in the work of con¬ 
temporary liberals, communitarians, multiculturalists, 
and cosmopolitans. They advance rival normative models 
of nationalism and justice within and without borders. 
Many liberals are drawn to a thin civic paradigm of 
nationality. Communitarians favor a thicker cultural par¬ 
adigm closer to the historical experience of shared 
nationality. On the civic paradigm, the demands of 
impartial justice within and between nation-states are 
most secure when ties of nationality consist in nothing 
more than individuals’ relations as equal citizens of one 
and the same political society. This paradigm grows out 
of republican traditions of thought that identify the 
nation or people, the sole legitimate source of sover¬ 
eignty, with members of the state—individuals born and 
living within its political borders. The civic paradigm is 
exemplified by Rawls’s seminal reinvention of contractar¬ 
ian liberalism in A Theory of Justice (1971). In this frame¬ 
work, political society is a system of social cooperation 
for mutual advantage, which can be ordered entirely on 


the basis of principles of justice and political ideals of 
freedom, equality, and fairness. Political society is just 
when it conforms to principles that free and equal per¬ 
sons would agree to under conditions that are impartial. 
Rawls’s principles (equal civil and political liberties, 
equality of opportunity, and economic arrangements that 
either ensure material equality or use inequality to raise 
the material well-being of all) are embodied in his model 
of a just liberal-democratic welfare state. 

Rawls argues that this model provides a stable, well- 
ordered nation-state on its own terms. It sustains the very 
sense of justice and mutual respect among persons as cit¬ 
izens that are necessary and sufficient to motivate them to 
support their political obligations, independently of any 
thicker ties of history, culture, religion, ethnicity, family, 
class, gender, and so on. For Rawls, justice is the primary 
virtue of human life in society. To this end, the civic par¬ 
adigm of nationality constructs ties of nationality as the 
relations of equal citizens who recognize one another in a 
common allegiance to their shared political ideals and 
institutions. These ties are precisely what justice requires 
and all that justice requires by way of community. Of 
course the civic paradigm leaves ample room for the 
many cultural, ethnic, or religious attachments people 
may embrace. But for the Rawlsian liberal, the require¬ 
ments of justice do not derive from any of these more 
particular ties. Furthermore, the requirements of social 
justice operate as background constraints on the permis¬ 
sible structure of all such ties, conforming them to per¬ 
sons’ equal rights and duties as citizens. A civic 
nationalism justifies the politics of building just institu¬ 
tions and peoples bound together as citizens by their alle¬ 
giance to shared political ideals. 

COSMOPOLITAN LIBERALS 

For cosmopolitan liberals such as C. R. Beitz, Thomas W. 
Pogge, and Brian M. Barry, John Rawls’s contractarianism 
and the civic paradigm have a great advantage in that they 
lay the basis for impartial and egalitarian principles of 
global justice. On their cosmopolitan argument, ignoring 
particular ties of nationality, as well as other contingen¬ 
cies such as race or gender, is a natural extension of Rawl¬ 
sian liberalism. It justifies a choice of principles of global 
justice that do for the poorest persons in the world what 
Rawls’s principles are supposed to do for the worst off in 
any particular nation-state. The civic paradigm of nation¬ 
ality as political citizenship seems well suited to allow 
each person to be a citizen of a just world because it rests 
on political ideals that are supposed to be universal and 
impartial in scope. Cosmopolitan justice redistributes the 
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wealth and resources of the world and reconstructs inter¬ 
national arrangements with the aim of gaining rough 
equality in all persons’ individual liberties, standards of 
living, and political rights. These arrangements provide a 
background justice, which constrains the conduct of 
nation-states and reconciles individuals’ rights and duties 
as citizens of a particular nation with their rights and 
duties as cosmopolitan citizens of the world. Whether or 
not cosmopolitan liberalism leaves room for any recog¬ 
nizable ties of nationality comes into question by com¬ 
munitarian nationalists. 

COMMUNITARIANS 

Communitarians such as Michael Sandel, Michael 
Walzer, Will Kymlicka, David Miller, and Charles Taylor 
provide the bases for an alternative cultural paradigm of 
nationality and nationalism. Communitarians argue that 
the civic paradigm is too thin to capture the bonds 
between persons that are both necessary and desirable for 
the robust experience of nationality. The ties of national¬ 
ity are and ought to be the rich bonds of membership in 
a historic community marked by a shared societal culture 
and way of life. Such a culture involves a common lan¬ 
guage, time-honored customs, shared traditions, inher¬ 
ited institutions, agreed-on social meanings and values, 
and the exercise or aspirations of political autonomy in a 
certain geographic area. Nationalism is the process 
through which a societal culture of this sort is built up, 
enters into the identity of its members, and finds expres¬ 
sion in political acts through which its members seek to 
create and preserve it as an independent entity. As such, 
national identity is not reducible to political ties of citi¬ 
zenship, or shared political ideals. Rather, a shared socie¬ 
tal culture actively preserved by its members constitutes a 
people or nationality and this is precisely what a political 
society ought to recognize and protect. For communitar¬ 
ians, the existence of a nation in this rich culture and 
historical sense justifies rights of national self-determina¬ 
tion, whether it is the right of a people to independent 
statehood (Walzer 1977) or more limited rights of self- 
determination within a multinational confederated state 
(Kymlicka 1989). The violation of these rights is taken to 
ground just war theory (Walzer 1977) and the right of a 
national minority to secede and form its own sovereign 
state (Buchanan 1991). 

This paradigm of nationality as shared historical cul¬ 
ture may be justified, and by implication challenged, in 
various ways. Some communitarians defend it on the 
basis of a philosophical conception of the self that holds 
that the self always gains its identity, purposes, and obli¬ 


gations from the particular community(ies) in which it is 
embedded (Sandel 1982). Aspects of this conception 
motivate the nationalist argument that the very rights 
and duties of citizenship, stressed by the civic paradigm, 
depend on the fact that citizens are already bound 
together by a common nationality and thick cultural ties 
to their compatriots (Kymlicka 1989, Miller 1995). Oth¬ 
ers argue that any knowledge of justice and framework of 
moral deliberation always depend on the intersubjective 
meanings and values shared by a particular political com¬ 
munity (Walzer 1977). The cultural framework provided 
by national identity can be justified by the argument that 
such a framework is necessary to provide persons with 
their meaningful options in life. Without such options, 
people lack any genuine individual freedom and liberal 
equality (Kymlicka 1989). A shared national identity is 
also defended on the grounds that it provides the only 
appropriate basis of reciprocal recognition among peo¬ 
ples, encompassing both a respect for cultural difference 
and human commonality (Taylor 1994). The ties of 
national culture are defended as intrinsically valuable 
because of the special human virtues and goods they 
make possible, such as loyalty, courage, love of country 
among compatriots (Miller 1995). National identities 
provide persons with rich cultural self-images that prob¬ 
ably cannot, and should not, be replaced by a bare image 
of oneself as part of humanity, a citizen of the world, or a 
disembodied impartial deliberator; so the communitar¬ 
ian argument goes. 

The import of the cultural paradigm of nationality, 
and communitarian nationalism, critically depends on 
what kinds of national community one has in mind. In 
modern history, nationalism in its cultural communitar¬ 
ian form has often implied tribalism, and a virulent hos¬ 
tility, intolerance, or indifference to other peoples 
(Arendt 1948). More generally, what of illiberal or 
oppressive national communities that violate the rights 
or stigmatize the identities of some of their own mem¬ 
bers, or of nonmembers, outsiders, foreign peoples (Dop- 
pelt 1998, 1999, 2002)? In liberal theory, the moral right 
of national self-determination universally applies to all 
peoples and implies duties of every people to respect or 
even defend the rights of other peoples. In practice, what 
sort of national cultures and nationalism are compatible 
with the rights of all individuals and peoples? These con¬ 
cerns inspire recent debates among communitarian 
nationalists and liberals concerning the possibility of a 
liberal nationalism based on a cultural paradigm of 
national identity. 


ENCYCLOPEDIA OF PHILOSOPHY 
2nd edition 


486 



NATIONALISM [ADDENDUM] 


LIBERAL NATIONALISTS 

Liberal nationalists seek to harness the special value of 
national belonging to liberal ideals so that each informs 
and constrains the other. For Kymlicka, one central prob¬ 
lem for liberal nationalism arises because most nation¬ 
states contain several nationalities, involving majority 
and minority cultures. His multicultural liberalism 
employs the culture paradigm of nationality to justify 
group rights for national minorities in a larger nation¬ 
state, as a requirement of domestic justice. Such group 
rights to a limited measure of self-government, territorial 
sovereignty, and cultural autonomy empowers a national 
minority (French Canadians in Quebec; Native American 
bands on their tribal homelands) to preserve its historical 
community and national identity from assimilation to 
the dominant culture. The liberal nation-state should fos¬ 
ter multinational cultures and institutions, as Canada, the 
United States, and other states in fact do. This multina¬ 
tionalism is supposed to be a liberal nationalism for two 
reasons. First, group rights are justified as necessary 
means to the fulfillment of liberal individualist ideals of 
freedom and equality for members of national minori¬ 
ties. Secondly, group rights to cultural autonomy are sup¬ 
posed to be fully compatible with the individual rights 
people possess as citizens of a liberal state. By this route, 
multiculturalism reconciles the cultural paradigm of 
nationality with the civic paradigm, and thus nationalism 
with liberalism. The citizen of a multinational state is 
supposed to combine a nationalist attachment to his or 
her own cultural community with a political attachment 
to the general rights and duties of citizenship. 

NATIONALISM VS. LIBERALISM IN THE 
MULTICULTURAL MODEL 

Tensions arise between nationalism and liberalism in the 
multicultural model if group rights protect minority cul¬ 
tures with some illiberal or oppressive practices, or these 
group rights are embraced by minorities to shield them 
from oppression by an illiberal majority culture. The 
societal cultures protected by group rights are not sup¬ 
posed to define national identities in essentialist terms 
that exclude people or discriminate against them, on the 
basis of alleged racial characteristics, blood, descent, and 
the like (Kymlicka 1989). The model may also be unsta¬ 
ble to the extent that multiple national identities in one 
and the same nation-state may fail to sustain sufficient 
unify for domestic liberal justice (Doppelt 1998, 1999, 
2001). Such instability can motivate the descent of multi¬ 
culturalism into either secession, assimilation, or domi¬ 
nation. Miller’s model of liberal nationalism suggests that 


a weak or fragmented nation-state can be countered by 
providing unifying ties of national identity among all 
groups of citizens. It can do so by building a pluralistic 
national culture and identity, which is continually 
reshaped to include groups that have been oppressed, 
excluded, or marginalized. From this standpoint, the best 
liberal response to the existence of diverse ethnic and 
national minorities is not necessarily either group rights 
or cultural assimilation. To some extent, a liberal nation¬ 
alism may require a democratic expansion of national 
culture and identity such that all groups can express and 
recognize themselves in it. All states engage in the con¬ 
struction of nationality through their activities in the 
spheres of law and public policy, immigration practices, 
public schooling, military service, political rhetoric, pub¬ 
lic ceremonies, and holidays, and so on. Criteria of liberal 
nation-building should be based on the extent to which a 
nation employs means that are consistent with demo¬ 
cratic rights, and achieves results that embody an inclu¬ 
sive nationality (Kymlicka 1989). 

FURTHER APPROACHES TO LIBERAL 
NATIONALISM 

Rawls’s turn in his later work to political liberalism and 
the law of peoples provides yet another approach to lib¬ 
eral nationalism. He develops a conception of political 
society with communitarian components that moves his 
liberalism from a civic to a more cultural paradigm of the 
nation, though not as thick as other communitarian 
nationalists. Rawls now grounds the liberal ideals under¬ 
lying contractarian justice in our particular historical tra¬ 
dition of legal and political institutions and ideas. Our 
political tradition is expressed in canonical texts such as 
the Declaration of Independence, the U.S. Constitution, 
the Bill of Rights, and landmark legislation. It lives in all 
the ways their basic principles enter into our democratic 
institutions and political practices. Rawls’s political liber¬ 
alism responds to the perennial worry of liberal nations 
that agreement on the fundamentals of justice is blocked 
by the divergent comprehensive views of life held by peo¬ 
ple of different religions, ethical outlooks, national or 
ethnic identities, and so on. Yet by public reflection on the 
meaning of our shared political culture, people with 
divergent views of life can attain an overlapping consen¬ 
sus on the most basic ideals of American democratic cit¬ 
izenship, and thus on political justice. With this focus on 
building democratic institutions and a national political 
identity, Rawls appropriates the cultural paradigm of 
nationality to vindicate his account of domestic justice 
and civic nationalism. This challenges the liberal nation- 
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alists who require much thicker cultural ties of national¬ 
ity to explain why the conception of free and equal per¬ 
sons built into democratic culture is not sufficient for 
national identity. 

CHALLENGES TO LIBERAL 
NATIONALISM 

The sharpest challenge to liberal nationalism is posed by 
cosmopolitan liberals who apply Rawls’s principles of jus¬ 
tice to generate the global egalitarian justice described 
above (Beitz 1983, Pogge 1994, and Barry 1999). Strong 
ties of nationality of the sort stressed by communitarians 
(liberal or not) support special obligations and affinities 
among conationals that either directly contradict their 
duties of cosmopolitan justice or weaken their motiva¬ 
tion to comply with them. For example, the right of a 
people to national self-determination defended by com¬ 
munitarian nationalists is typically taken to include a 
right to control the national resources, wealth, and capi¬ 
tal possessed by that people. But from the cosmopolitan 
standpoint, the distribution of wealth among nations 
may reflect a legacy of injustice or bad luck, and is, in any 
case, incompatible with the demands of global egalitarian 
justice. Nations have little or no independent moral 
standing except in the degree that their internal and 
external relations conform to the (Rawlsian) principles of 
justice that every person in the world could reasonably 
accept. 

Liberal nationalists respond to this challenge by 
arguing either against the cosmopolitan conception of 
global justice or in favor of its compatibility with liberal 
nationalism. Walzer and Miller reject egalitarian cos¬ 
mopolitanism because it fails to make sense of the ways 
persons’ obligations to one another are typically rooted in 
a particular nation-state and not understood to extend to 
all humanity. Some philosophers underscore the ways 
common sense morality supports the dependence of per¬ 
sons’ duties on the special associative ties of family, 
friendship, membership in a particular nationality, and 
the like (Scheffler 2001). Indeed, Rawls’s turn to a con¬ 
ception of justice grounded in a people’s own political 
traditions supports a nation-based account of interna¬ 
tional justice (his law of peoples) at odds with egalitarian 
cosmopolitanism. This tradition-based view of domestic 
justice allows that other peoples or nations with different, 
indeed illiberal political traditions can be just and decent; 
provided that they are well-ordered societies that respect 
the most basic rights of their own members (e.g., 
to physical security, the material means of life, etc.) 
and the rights of other just or decent peoples to self¬ 


determination. Liberal and illiberal but decent nations 
can reasonably agree to principles of international justice 
that imply some mutual rights and duties among peoples. 
These include duties of material assistance to burdened 
nations that need it to become well-ordered, decent, and 
just, but not duties of egalitarian global redistribution. 

From this standpoint, cosmopolitan justice is unrea¬ 
sonable because it ignores that peoples with different cul¬ 
tural traditions, exercising their rights of national 
self-determination, can be expected to have different lev¬ 
els of economic development, standards of living, and 
criteria of domestic justice. As such, nations bear some 
responsibility for their standards of living and thus dif¬ 
ferences between them do not in themselves imply global 
injustice. So while both Miller and Rawls support duties 
of distributive global justice and the rights of all persons 
to the basic means of life, health, and subsistence, both 
argue that cosmopolitan egalitarian principles come at 
the price of people’s national identities, responsibilities, 
and rights of self-determination. By this route, liberal 
nationalism is reconciled with a much less demanding 
account of global justice, and one more in tune with the 
communitarian view of the independent moral standing 
of nations. 

Other liberal nationalists such as Kok-Chor Tan 
defend cosmopolitan egalitarianism and argue that prop¬ 
erly understood, it is compatible with a limited form of 
nationalism. The debate between nationalists and cos¬ 
mopolitans often lump together different claims concern¬ 
ing what is supposed to make them incompatible: 
conflicting institutional requirements, nation-state versus 
global state; conflicting identities or attachments, 
national identity versus citizen of the world; conflicting 
moralities, nationalist partiality versus liberal impartial¬ 
ity; and conflicting views of justice, special duties of jus¬ 
tice among conationals versus duties to all humanity in 
cosmopolitan justice. Liberal nationalists who defend 
egalitarian cosmopolitanism take the issue of justice to be 
the one that is fundamental to their reconciliation. The 
basic strategy is to limit or circumscribe the special rights 
and duties individuals have as conationals, the right of 
nations to self-determination, and the imperatives of 
domestic justice, so that they conform to the morally 
prior requirements of global egalitarian justice. The 
thought is that even so, the rigorous constraints imposed 
by cosmopolitan justice leave some room for associative 
ties of nationality and special duties arising from them. 
Cosmopolitan justice constrains domestic justice, and 
how nations may exercise rights of national self- 
determination, but does not destroy the important space 
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they occupy. Such a vision of liberal justice is in principle 
neutral concerning institutional, cultural, and identity 
issues that are used to drive a wedge between nationalism 
and cosmopolitanism (Tan 2004). For example, cosmo¬ 
politan equality does not necessarily require one global 
government in place of national political institutions. 
Nor does people’s acceptance of duties to support egali¬ 
tarian global arrangements imply the abandonment of 
any national identity or partiality to one’s compatriots in 
some respects. 

For these reasons, a liberal nationalism may be com¬ 
patible with cosmopolitan justice, at least in principle. In 
practice the dynamics of human motivation might raise 
anew the tensions between nationalism and cosmopoli¬ 
tanism, as conflicting attachments and identities. In any 
case, these debates enrich political philosophy by bring¬ 
ing issues of political culture, national identity, national¬ 
ism, and global justice into the heart of contemporary 
liberalism. 

See also Civil Disobedience; Cosmopolitanism; Multicul- 
turalism; Postcolonialism; Republicanism; Social and 
Political Philosophy. 
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NATORP, PAUL 

(1854-1924) 

Paul Natorp was born in Diisseldorf and died in Mar¬ 
burg. Along with Hermann Cohen, he is known as one of 
the founders of the Marburg School of Neo-Kantianism. 
He studied history, philology, mathematics, and philoso¬ 
phy in Berlin, Bonn, and Strassburg. After completing his 
doctorate in history at the University of Strassburg in 
1876, he went to Marburg where Cohen was working on 
the restoration of Kant’s critical philosophy. In 1881 
Natorp obtained his postdoctoral qualification with a 
thesis on the prehistory of criticism titled Descartes’ 
Erkenntnistheorie (Descartes’s theory of knowledge). He 
became an associate professor at the University of Mar¬ 
burg in 1885 and eventually a full professor of philosophy 
and pedagogy. In spite of being offered several chairs at 
other universities, Natorp remained in Marburg through¬ 
out his lifetime. 

Despite their close relationship, Natorp cannot be 
seen as a genuine follower of Cohen, especially because of 
the explicitly historical foundation of his philosophy. 
Beside his interests in epistemology and the theory of sci¬ 
ence, both orientated on Cohen’s logic, Natorp worked 
on problems in ethics, the philosophy of religion, philo¬ 
sophical psychology, and the philosophical foundations 
of pedagogy. 

Three main periods of Natorp’s philosophical work 
can be distinguished. During the earliest period, Natorp 
developed a methodical idealism that takes Kant and 
Cohen as its point of departure and is presented in Die 
logischen Grundlagen der exakten Wissenschaften (The 
logical foundations of the exact sciences, 1910) as well as 
in Die Philosophie. Ihr Problem und ihre Probleme (Philos¬ 
ophy. Its problem and its problems, 1911). Both books 
focus on the problem of definition in the natural sciences 
from an epistemological perspective. They take the math¬ 
ematical approach as a paradigm for the object-creating 
function of consciousness. Natorp reduces the transcen¬ 
dental-logical analysis of the constitution of objects to the 
categories of scientific definition. Science, in this context, 
stands for the transcendental subject. This is the main 
characteristic of Natorp’s philosophy: The sciences as 
facts of reason are taken as the only legitimate starting 
points of the transcendental method so that epistemology 
is understood as a theory of science. 

Natorp attempted to find a basis for his methodical 
idealism not only through systematic thought but also 
through studies in the history of philosophy. His studies 
of Plato, as recorded in an extensive work on Platons 


Ideenlehre (Plato’s theory of ideas, 1903), are a good 
example of his historically orientated method. The book 
is still discussed as an example of a strictly systematic 
view on the history of philosophy. 

The second period in Natorp’s work is introduced by 
the Allgemeine Psychologie nach kritischer Methode (Gen¬ 
eral psychology according to a critical method, 1912). In 
this book, Natorp proposes philosophical psychology as a 
discipline that should be able to examine the transcen¬ 
dental constitution of objects through reference to the 
subject’s concrete nexus of experiences. Natorp hereby 
added a genetic aspect to epistemology, which was 
adopted by several philosophers of his time and had a sig¬ 
nificant influence on Edmund Husserl’s foundation of 
phenomenology. At the same time Natorp abandons the 
restriction of the transcendental analysis to the fact of sci¬ 
ence by enlarging the factum to a fieri, the what is to the 
what is to be, so that cognition is no longer taken as a 
mere fact but rather as a process within the subject. 

The psychological method is reconstructive insofar as 
the psychologist analyses the cognitive process and goes 
back to the very origin of cognition in a step-by-step 
analysis. The subject’s experience is taken as the original 
source of cognition, but it is not intuitively given (as the 
phenomenologist would put it). According to Natorp the 
experience of the subject can only be reconstructed in a 
genetically oriented epistemological process. Concrete 
experience inevitably has to be transformed into an 
abstract definition of experience. The correlative of the 
object—the subject—is reconstructed post hoc. However, 
the reconstruction itself is a cognitive act and, as such, 
bound to definition and the interruption of cognition in 
process. Reconstruction, like any other cognitive process, 
is an approximative approach to and a concretization of 
the object, except that it does not lead back to the natural 
object but to its correlate, namely, the subject. The indi¬ 
vidual subject is correlated to an individual object, and 
every individual case of definition corresponds to an indi¬ 
vidual case of cognition. Natorp’s concept of subject here 
is still a very restrictive one. 

In his later philosophy Natorp connected logic and 
psychology by transforming his understanding of cogni¬ 
tion as a concretization of being into a general logic con¬ 
cerning the relation of objects that is integrated into an 
extensive metaphysical conception. In his Vorlesungen 
iiber praktische Philosophie (Lectures on practical philos¬ 
ophy, edited in 1925) as well as in the Philosophische Sys- 
tematik (Philosophical systematics, edited in 1958). 
Natorp attempted to preserve the guiding themes from of 
his early thought in a transformed way that now incorpo- 
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rates an ontological perspective. Instead of analyzing the 
object in terms of a theory of knowledge or pursuing a 
psychological analysis of the subject, Natorp turns his 
attention to the correlation between subject and object. 
The unity of the object depends on the basic condition 
that there is something (“it is”— estin —whereby the “it” 
remains undefined). On the other hand the specific unity 
of the individual subject is the correlate of the defined 
object’s unity (the specific “this one ”—tode ti). Both parts 
of the correlation are connected by the process of cate¬ 
gorical-ontological definition. This dialectic approach is 
elucidated in detail in Natorp’s Philosophische Systematik 
and extended to a theory of categories, which is only 
faintly reminiscent of Kant. In contrast to the older type 
of logic (a la Cohen) in Neo-Kantianism, Natorp outlines 
the it is as the epitome of being, which is prior to any log¬ 
ical definition. In the end, Natorp argued for an ontolog¬ 
ical interpretation of the origin in transcendental 
philosophy. 

Overall, Natorp’s impact on the history of philoso¬ 
phy has been primarily indirect. His ideas were carried on 
above all by the youngest representative of the Marburg 
School, Ernst Cassirer. The logical motif of Natorp’s ear¬ 
liest period had a great influence on Cassirer’s philosophy 
of culture, which did influence the broader philosophical 
discussion. The early phenomenologists also referred to 
Natorp, even if these references were primarily critical, as 
when Husserl and Martin Heidegger, for example, tried to 
avoid Natorp’s one-sided emphasis on transcendental 
logic. At present the general philosophical audience is 
becoming increasingly aware of the close relationship 
between Natorp’s later thought and Heidegger’s thinking 
of being. In some ways Natorp’s philosophical develop¬ 
ment even illustrates the general development of tran¬ 
scendentalism during the twentieth century, which starts 
with a logic of pure cognition and ends with the problem 
of thinking, which is already and inevitably related to 
being. 

See also Being; Cassirer, Ernst; Cohen, Hermann; Episte¬ 
mology; Ethics; Heidegger, Martin; Husserl, Edmund; 
Neo-Kantianism; Phenomenology; Philosophy of Reli¬ 
gion; Plato; Thinking. 

Bibliography 

WORKS BY NATORP 

Please note: No English translations of these texts are available. 
Forschungen zur Geschichte des Erkenntnisproblems im Altertum 
(Studies in the history of the problem of knowledge in 
antiquity). Berlin: Hertz, 1884 (later edition published by 
Hildesheim: Olms, 1965). 


Einleitung in die Psychologie nach kritischer Methode 

(Introduction to psychology according to a critical method). 
Freiburg: Mohr, 1888. 

Religion innerhalb der Grenzen der Humanitat (Religion within 
the bounds of humanity). Tubingen: Mohr, 1894 (later 
edition published in 1908). 

Sozialpadagogik. Theorie der Willensbildung auf der Grundlage 
der Gemeinschaft (Social pedagogy. A theory of the 
cultivation of the will on the basis of community). Stuttgart: 
Frommann, 1899 (later editions published in 1904, 1909, 
1920, 1922). 

Platons Ideenlehre (Plato’s theory of ideas). Leipzig: Durr, 1903 
(later edition published in 1921 with a metacritical 
appendix and by Darmstadt: Wiss. Buchges, 1975). 

Philosophie und Padagogik. Untersuchungen aufihrem 

Grenzgebiet (Philosophy and pedagogy. Studies in the area of 
their frontiers). Marburg: Elwert, 1909. 

Die logischen Grundlagen der exakten Wissenschaften (The 
logical foundations of the exact sciences). Leipzig/Berlin: 
Teubner, 1910 (later editions published in 1921, 1923). 

Philosophie. Ihr Problem und Hire Probleme (Philosophy. Its 
problem and its problems). Gottingen: Vandenhoeck & 
Ruprecht, 1911 (later editions published in 1918, 1921). 

Allgemeine Psychologie nach kritischer Methode. First (and 
single) book: Objekt und Methode der Psychologie (General 
psychology according to a critical method). Tubingen: 

Mohr, 1912. 

Deutscher Weltberuf. Geschichtsphilosophische Richtlinien 
(German calling for the world. Outlines of a philosophy of 
history). Jena: Diederichs, 1918. 

Der Idealismus Pestalozzis (Pestalozzi’s idealism). Leipzig: 

Verlag Felix Meiner, 1919. 

Sozialidealismus. Neue Richtlinien sozialer Erziehung (Social 
idealism. New outlines for social education). Berlin: L. 
Springer, 1920 (later edition published inl922). 

Individuum und Gemeinschaft (Individual and society). Jena: 
Diederichs, 1921. 

Natorp, H., ed.Vorlesungen iiberpraktische Philosophie (Lecture 
on practical philosophy). Erlangen: Verlag der 
philosophischen Akademie, 1925. 

Natorp, H., ed. Philosophische Systematik (Philosophical 
systematics). Hamburg: Meiner, 1958. 

SECONDARY LITERATURE 

Holzhey, Helmut. Cohen und Natorp. 2 vols. Basel: Schwabe, 
1986. 

Jegelka, Norbert. Paul Natorp: Philosophie, Ptidagogik, Politik. 
Wurzburg: Konigshausen 8c Neumann, 1992. 

Lembeck, Karl-Heinz. Platon in Marburg. Wurzburg: 
Konigshausen 8c Neumann, 1994. 

Sieg, Ulrich. Aufstieg und Niedergang des Marburger 

Neukantianismus. Wurzburg: Konigshausen 8c Neumann, 
1994. 

Karl-Heinz Lembeck (2005) 


ENCYCLOPEDIA OF PHILOSOPHY 
2nd edition 


491 



NATURALISM 


NATURALISM 

Put most succinctly, metaphysical naturalism affirms that 
the natural world is the only real one, and that the human 
race is not separate from it, but belongs to it as a part. The 
term naturalism refers also to an aesthetic style in litera¬ 
ture, drama, and painting, and in ethics, to the theory that 
the full meaning of value concepts such as good and evil 
can be spelled out using only terms from a natural, or fac¬ 
tual vocabulary. These are not of concern here. What fol¬ 
lows is a discussion of naturalism in metaphysics and 
epistemology. 

Everyone has a rough working notion of what can 
happen in the course of nature, and is familiar with the 
idea that perhaps a transcendent or supernatural realm 
lies beyond nature, another world that may occasionally 
make contact with the everyday world by, for example, 
miraculous interventions. Yet the distinction between 
what is natural and what is not needs to be made with 
some care. As St. Thomas Aquinas pointed out, every¬ 
thing that happens is in some way natural. Thus, accord¬ 
ing to classical philosophical theology, God must always, 
of necessity, act in accordance with his own nature. So 
from the divine point of view, special miraculous inter¬ 
vention, or general providential guidance, lies entirely 
within the realm of what happens according to nature. 

What is needed is the conception of a world all of 
whose normal workings count as natural, while whatever 
lies outside this limit does not. The space-time world, 
with its material constituents working according to the 
laws of cause and effect, seems a good place to start. The 
natural world is the world of space, time, matter, energy, 
and causality, and naturalism affirms that this natural 
world is the only one there is. Yet even here care is needed: 
In some modern interpretations of quantum theory, the 
so-called Many Worlds interpretations, this particular 
space-time world is not by any means the only one. What 
lies beyond this world are other spatio-temporal realms, 
inaccessible from this one, perhaps evolving under differ¬ 
ent laws, but equally a part of nature in its entirety. So 
naturalists must allow that nature comprises this spatio- 
temporal world together with all other realms required by 
the best scientific explanations of this one. 

NATURALISM AS METHOD AND AS 
ONTOLOGY 

Because specifying what nature is brings in reference to 
scientific explanation in this way, naturalism is some¬ 
times regarded as a rule of method rather than a meta¬ 
physical doctrine. There is a natural method of inquiry, 


which consists in setting out to explain and understand 
the world by finding the natural causal processes by 
which natural objects come into being, produce their 
effects, and pass away. All genuine knowledge is of this 
natural, experimental kind; human beings, themselves 
part of the natural order, have no special insight or intu¬ 
ition that could provide a more direct path to knowledge. 
And the methods of the natural sciences, which are so 
successful, are these natural methods refined and made 
more systematic. 

If naturalism is in this way a matter of method in 
inquiry, the natural world is the world revealed by the 
methods of the natural sciences. This does not, in itself, 
place many constraints on what sort of world that might 
be: One cannot tell in advance what the scientific method 
might reveal. Maybe it will uncover not just familiar 
items—ships and shoes and sealing wax, for instance— 
but fire-breathing dragons, the Fountain of Youth, or the 
Philosopher’s Stone. Naturalism regarded as a method 
maintains that ontology should be developed a posteri¬ 
ori—whatever is vindicated by the sciences is acceptable, 
whatever is not, is not. 

The attempts made during the twentieth century to 
establish the existence of the paranormal phenomena 
(telepathy, precognition, and telekinesis) illustrate this 
approach. The methods adopted were naturalistic meth¬ 
ods, which in themselves set no limits to what can exist. 

A more affirmative naturalism goes rather further: It 
claims not only that the scientific method provides the 
only sound basis for knowledge of reality, but also that it 
has already established that all nature has a physical basis. 
The fundamental causal network consists in chains of 
physical cause and physical effect, produced by the oper¬ 
ation of physical forces. All realities have at least a physi¬ 
cal nature of this kind, whatever else may prove to be true 
of them. This leaning toward a physical basis for every¬ 
thing has been encouraged by the development of more 
and more sophisticated instruments for probing the 
observable, tangible, and manipulable world of matter, 
and of increasingly successful physical theories to account 
for what is discovered. 

Yet this tendency to regard physics and chemistry as 
the basic and comprehensive sciences does not in itself 
require a materialistic ontology. Physicalism is a particu¬ 
larly stringent version of naturalism. A physical basis for 
everything does not rule out other characteristics. It is 
possible to affirm naturalism while insisting that the 
higher faculties in humans and other animals cannot be 
given a physicalistic reduction, and nonmaterialistic nat¬ 
uralism avoids the difficulties that materialism has, for 
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example, in accounting for the intensional characteristics, 
such as linguistic meaning and psychological understand¬ 
ing. 

THE CASE FOR NATURALISM 

Bertrand Russell was once charged, as Hamlet had 
charged Horatio, that there are more things in heaven and 
earth than were dreamt of in his philosophy. He retorted 
that he preferred it to be that way, rather than the other 
way around. He thus expressed the naturalist attitude, 
which is imbued with the spirit of Ockham’s Razor: 
Extravagance in ontology is to be avoided. We must rec¬ 
ognize the reality of what most plainly exists, the familiar 
natural world in which we live and move, and have our 
being. Beyond that, one should be cautious. There is no 
compelling evidence, of any kind, that there is more to 
reality than the nature revealed by scientific investigation. 
So the rational position to adopt is the economical, min¬ 
imalist one that there are no further realms. 

THE ELEATIC ARGUMENT. The Eleatic Stranger in 
Plato’s Sophist proposes that “Power is the mark of 
Being”—that the true test of reality is to be efficacious. 
That which is real makes a difference, changes things, has 
effects. The outcome of a serious and sustained inquiry 
into what actually passes this test, is naturalism. For 
whatever operates in such a way as to alter the course of 
nature belongs by that very fact to the causal network of 
the natural world. And whatever has no such impact has 
no claim to reality. 

The Eleatic argument is perhaps even more powerful 
as a methodological one: The only way in which anything 
can call attention to itself, and so stake a claim to reality, 
is by having an effect, either directly, in perception, or 
indirectly, through the traces it leaves in instruments. 
Without any such impact, there can be no reason to sup¬ 
pose that the thing in question exists. And that which 
there is no reason to think exists, should have no place in 
any ontology. 

This argument needs to be elaborated to cover purely 
theoretical reasons for admitting other realms—parallel 
universes, for example, or sets to underpin mathematics. 
It is then not so straightforward to exclude higher realms, 
with unmoved movers, divine providences, or guardian 
angels. Here the argument must be that, unlike the extra 
worlds of quantum theory, these other worlds have no 
essential link to the natural explanation of what occurs in 
this one. 


THE SELF-CORRECTING VINDICATION. Naturalism 
should be adopted as the proper stance in philosophy, just 
because it is open to development. Wherever the current 
conception of the world of nature is inadequate, this defi¬ 
ciency is likely, sooner or later, to be revealed, for there 
will be unaccountable phenomena that need to be 
accounted for. Current explanatory resources having 
proved inadequate, they must be expanded. New entities, 
properties, or forces must be recognized. The ontology of 
naturalism will grow to whatever extent the facts require, 
no more, but no less. So naturalism will always be the best 
philosophical stance. To maintain this position, a natural¬ 
ist must show that explanatory reasoning does not 
advance in this way from the natural to the supernatural. 

These three lines of support for naturalism all rest on 
a negative base: the claim that there is no valid method of 
discovery beyond those used in the natural sciences. So a 
thorough naturalism must explore, and reject, a priori 
reasoning in natural theology, and the claims of religious 
experience to provide knowledge of a transcendent divin¬ 
ity. It must also argue that the hermeneutic method of 
some social sciences, and the empathy by which humans 
reach a commonsense understanding of one another, 
does not involve entities or processes beyond those 
revealed by naturalistic methods. 

THE IMPLICATIONS OF NATURALISM 

In general, naturalism and religion are at odds with one 
another. Most religions posit powerful and purposeful 
supernatural forces, responsible for creating the natural 
world, for shaping its progress, and for determining the 
destinies of its inhabitants. These beliefs are not compat¬ 
ible with the naturalistic outlook. This does not, however, 
preclude a religious attitude accompanying naturalism, 
involving feelings of awe and wonder toward the natural 
realm, and impulses to value and care for it. Nor does it 
rule out a pantheism such as Benedict de Spinoza’s. Spin¬ 
oza identified God with Nature, insisting, as naturalists 
do, that there is nothing beyond this law-governed world. 
The atheistic varieties of Buddhism, in which this world 
is the only one, and where law governs the world’s 
unfolding, would also be naturalistic religions if they 
were to accord independent reality to the material realm. 

Naturalism requires that religious experience, and in 
particular mystical experience, be given a reductionist 
interpretation. Such experiences are regarded as unusual 
states of mind that have their own causes and conse¬ 
quences within the natural world, but do not provide any 
contact with, or insight into, a supernatural realm. 


ENCYCLOPEDIA OF PHILOSOPHY 
2nd edition 


493 



NATURALISM 


METAPHYSICAL IDEALISM. Naturalism takes its cue 
from the natural sciences, and with the exception of some 
more fanciful interpretations of the measurement para¬ 
doxes in quantum theory, the sciences are resolutely real¬ 
ist about the material world. Realism maintains that the 
world of nature is as it is, irrespective of any human opin¬ 
ions about it. The natural world is not dependent on, or 
brought into being by human mind, will, or experience. 
As this is the working philosophy of the natural sciences, 
it is difficult to combine naturalism with metaphysical 
idealism, which implies that matter is in some way a func¬ 
tion or aspect of mind. 

A thorough-going phenomenalism, such as an athe¬ 
istic version of George Berkeley’s philosophy, might be 
thought to count as an idealistic naturalism in which 
every object of experience does indeed belong to a law- 
governed spatio-temporal world, but where to be spatio- 
temporal is to have a derivative status, with perceptual 
experiences as the basic elements out of which it is con¬ 
structed. 

However, such a view places the experiencing mind 
outside the world of nature, and this puts it in conflict 
with one of the most profound aspects of naturalism, the 
view that the human species enjoys no specially privi¬ 
leged position in the scheme of things. Naturalism 
implies that human beings share with all other beings a 
common status, as contingent, temporary configurations 
in the law-governed natural world. The human world is a 
part of the natural realm, not a distinct cultural sphere to 
be contrasted with it. 

Realist naturalism takes the Earth and its living 
inhabitants as genuine independent realities, and by 
locating the human race within the natural world, can 
make progress toward explaining how it came into being, 
and how humans came to have the epistemic and cogni¬ 
tive capacities that they do. Not even the more objective 
post-Hegelian metaphysical idealisms can provide any 
basis for an explanation of how humans came to be as 
they are. 

THE PROBLEM OF UNIVERSALS. Realists about univer- 
sals—properties and relations—divide into the Platon- 
ists, who allow the real existence of properties even where 
there is nothing in this world that instantiates them, and 
Aristotelians, who admit the reality of instantiated uni¬ 
versal only. Plato’s heaven, a higher realm containing 
perfect patterns for the properties imperfectly realized 
here below, is clearly incompatible with naturalism, and it 
seems probable that unless they can be vindicated as 
being required for explanations of what happens in this 


world, no system that admits uninstantiated universals 
can be naturalistic. Nominalist accounts of properties do 
not face any problem so far as naturalism is concerned. 

DETERMINISM. Although naturalism stresses that it is 
by natural processes, involving natural causes only, that 
anything at all occurs, it is not committed to an absolute 
determinism. If there are causes at work, they are natural 
ones, but there may not be a cause in every case. There 
has to be at least enough general order in the world for it 
to provide an environment suitable for life and con¬ 
sciousness, but that admits of exceptions, here and there, 
to every rule. Quantum theory is not fully deterministic, 
as its causal relations are probabilistic. Naturalism 
requires there to be at least as much causality and law in 
the world as the development of natural sciences calls for, 
but it does not require any more than that. 

MATHEMATICS AND LOGIC. Naturalism is almost 
bound to take a reductionist view of the so-called abstract 
objects of mathematics and logic—their numbers, func¬ 
tions, and relations. For the number twenty-seven, or the 
square root of negative one, or the relation of contrariety 
seem to fail both the spatio-temporal location test, and 
the Eleatic causal power test for natural reality. W.V.O. 
Quine, who was very much of a naturalistic bent, found 
himself forced to accept the reality of sets as a foundation 
for mathematics, something essential for physics, which 
provides the best description of the world. So sets, 
although not themselves naturalistic beings, have a place 
in the best ontology. This is a departure from pure natu¬ 
ralism. Hartry Field (1980), among others, has attempted 
to develop a philosophy of mathematics that dispenses 
with numbers or other mathematical objects. 

The situation with the objects of geometry seems less 
problematic. If space-time is taken realistically (not, as 
with G.W. Leibniz, as a mere system of relations among 
physical objects), then the objects of geometry (points, 
lines, shapes, and geometrical solids) can be given a nat¬ 
uralistic home as aspects or parts of space-time. 

MODALITY 

The natural world comprises not only objects and the 
properties they actually possess. It includes what might 
be, yet is not (natural possibility), and what not only is 
but must, in the course of nature, come to pass (natural 
necessity). To meet this situation, the properties that 
things now actually possess (categorical properties) must 
be distinguished from those that provide the basis on 
which things will change and develop (dispositional 
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properties or powers). Aristotle and the medieval Aris¬ 
totelians such as Thomas Aquinas introduced potentiality 
(in contrast with act) to specify what an object is capable 
of—its range of possibilities. The modern version of this 
is the specification of an object’s powers. The power to 
become F is a different property from being F, but it is 
itself a real categorical property, perhaps some feature of 
the underlying fine structure of the object that possesses 
it. 

The powers that there are in the world determine 
and explain what is naturally possible, should they be 
exercised. And where they are exercised, the powers are 
bound to act as they do and produce their effects. This 
situation is therefore one of natural necessity. 

Beyond natural possibility and necessity, however, lie 
that which is logically possible, even though ruled out by 
the laws of nature (such as a ball thrown into the air and 
just remaining there), and that which is, not just natu¬ 
rally, but logically necessary or impossible. Some philoso¬ 
phers treat possibility and necessity by introducing 
possible worlds, worlds in some way additional to the one 
actual world. This at least seems to be a departure from 
naturalism because additional, merely possible worlds do 
not belong in the same causal network with this world, 
and thus fail the Eleatic test on which naturalism insists. 

Naturalism therefore seems to be committed to pro¬ 
viding an account of the logical modalities that does not 
involve any special ontological commitments. The pro¬ 
posal that logical necessity is a reflection of language, of 
meaning and use, was an attempt to provide such an 
account. The linguistic theory has fallen out of favor; 
more recent accounts attempt to construct possible 
worlds from appropriately selected sets—sets of descrip¬ 
tions, or unactualized recombinations of elements from 
the actual world. These are accounts in terms of ersatz 
possible worlds. Provided a naturalistic account of sets 
can be given, such proposals would be naturalistic theo¬ 
ries of necessity. 

OBJECTIVE MORALITY 

Morality is another problematic area for naturalism. The 
standard naturalistic characteristics are the contingent 
factual actualities, and these do not include in any 
straightforward way the values that objects or situations 
may have. The size and shape of an object enters into the 
natural causal nexus, but its goodness does not seem to. A 
naturalistic account of morality must find a place for 
good and evil, but not in the inherent structure of the 
world, as a fully objective moral realism does. Nor can 
naturalism ground moral law in the commands of a deity. 


It must explain right and wrong, good and evil, as arising 
in the nature, preferences, or reactions of people, and in 
the structure of the societies within which people live out 
their lives. Whether an account of morality along these 
lines can satisfactorily explain the authority and imper¬ 
sonal binding force that moral imperatives seem to pos¬ 
sess, is perhaps the most difficult issue for naturalist 
theories of morality. 

See also Aristotelianism; Berkeley, George; Determinism, 
A Historical Survey; Ethical Naturalism; Evil; Field, 
Hartry; Leibniz, Gottfried Wilhelm; Many 
Worlds/Many Minds Interpretation of Quantum 
Mechanics; Ontology, History of; Platonism and the 
Platonic Tradition; Quine, Willard Van Orman; Real¬ 
ism and Naturalism, Mathematical; Russell, Bertrand 
Arthur William; Spinoza, Benedict (Baruch) de; 
Thomas Aquinas, St.; Universals, A Historical Survey. 
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See Religion, Naturalistic Reconstructions of 


NATURALIZED 

EPISTEMOLOGY 

Naturalized epistemology is the proposal that the theory 
of knowledge bears a close relation to empirical studies of 
cognition. The proposal was first made by W. V. O. Quine 
in his influential article, “Epistemology Naturalized” 
(1969). Quine is usually interpreted as subscribing to 
replacement naturalism: epistemology is to be replaced 
with empirical psychology. But his proposal may well fall 
short of full replacement. 

In his article, Quine distinguishes conceptual studies, 
which seek to clarify concepts by defining some of them 
in terms of others, from doctrinal studies, which attempt 
to establish laws by proving them. The conceptual stud¬ 
ies, were they successful, would facilitate the doctrinal 
ones because clarifying concepts increases the chance that 
truths that would otherwise go unrecognized will come to 
be obvious or come to be perceived as “derivable from 
obvious truths” (p. 70). Quine allows that progress was 
made in conceptual studies when Jeremy Bentham sug¬ 
gested paraphrasing sentences about bodies in terms of 
sentences about sensory experience. 

Unfortunately, the project of reducing talk of bodies 
to talk of sensory experience together with set theory, 
pursued by Rudolf Carnap in The Logical Structure of the 
World (1928/1967), did not come to fruition. Carnap’s 
later attempts at a rational reconstruction of science 
abandoned the aim of providing equivalences that would 
enable us to eliminate the terms of science in favor of sen¬ 
sory terms, and so they did not legitimate science. Car¬ 
nap’s reduction failed, according to Quine, because 
scientific theories do not have observational conse¬ 
quences except in the presence of collateral scientific the¬ 
ories. In view of the failure of the reduction, Quine 
proposes that conceptual studies seeking to clarify terms 
be replaced by an empirical psychology that describes 
how science is related to experience: “If all we hope for is 
a reconstruction that links science to experience in 
explicit ways short of translation, then it would seem 
more sensible to settle for psychology” (p. 78). This is the 
first part of Quine’s proposal that empirical psychology is 


to enter into epistemology: Empirical studies of the cog¬ 
nitive development of science are to succeed the earlier 
reductive conceptual studies. 

Regarding the doctrinal studies, Quine notes that it 
has been clear since Hume’s treatment of induction 
(1739/1978) that we cannot derive scientific theories 
from sensory observations. Moreover, Quine claims that 
scientific theories have consequences for sensory experi¬ 
ence only in the presence of collateral science (the 
Duhem-Quine Thesis). So scientific theories are not sup¬ 
ported by observation alone. Since support for any scien¬ 
tific theory depends in this sense on further science, there 
is no reason to persist in the Cartesian stricture that any 
reliance on empirical science to understand how science 
is related to observation is circular. And so, for Quine, 
there is no point in excluding empirical psychology from 
such an understanding. This is the second part of Quine’s 
proposal that empirical psychology is to enter into episte¬ 
mology. 

But Quine’s reasoning here can be challenged on two 
grounds. He infers from the permissibility of relying on 
collateral scientific theories to support a given scientific 
theory that it is permissible to rely on a specific scientific 
theory, psychology, to understand how the given scientific 
theory is related to observation. But psychology is gener¬ 
ally not the collateral scientific theory on which, accord¬ 
ing to the Duhem-Quine Thesis, we are allowed to rely 
for support of a given scientific theory; and the argument 
from the permissibility of relying on a collateral theory to 
support a given scientific theory to the permissibility of 
relying on psychology to understand how the theory is 
related to observation is not clearly valid. The latter chal¬ 
lenge raises the worry that, in moving from the issue of 
the support of the theory by observation to the issue of 
understanding how the theory is related to observation, 
Quine makes room for psychology, but only by changing 
the subject from the support of the theory to under¬ 
standing the relation between theory and observation. 
This challenge does not, however, undermine Quine’s 
argument if he does not propose a full replacement thesis 
but rather the idea that empirical psychology is to figure 
in the project of supporting scientific theory. 

The naturalized epistemology that results from 
Quine’s proposals thus has two parts. The conceptual 
studies that attempted to clarify concepts by reduction 
are to be replaced by a psychology that understands how 
science is related to observations. The doctrinal studies 
are also to be altered. Regarding the latter, most com¬ 
mentators have assumed that Quine intends that we 
replace normative epistemology with a descriptive psy- 
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chology of the cognitive development of theories. Quine’s 
summary, however, leaves room for a normative as well as 
a descriptive enterprise: 

Epistemology, or something like it, simply falls 
into place as a chapter of psychology and hence 
of natural science. It studies a natural phenom¬ 
enon, viz., a physical human subject. This 
human subject is accorded a certain experimen¬ 
tally controlled input—certain patterns of irra¬ 
diation in assorted frequencies, for 
instance—and in the fullness of time the subject 
delivers as output a description of the three- 
dimensional external world and its history. The 
relation between the meager input and the tor¬ 
rential output is a relation that we are prompted 
to study for somewhat the same reasons that 
always prompted epistemology; namely, in order 
to see how evidence relates to theory, and in 
what ways one’s theory of nature transcends any 
available evidence, (p. 83) 

This passage could be taken to propose the replace¬ 
ment of epistemology with psychology: “evidence” could 
have the descriptive meaning of observation rather than a 
normative meaning, and seeing how theory transcends 
evidence might be a descriptive enterprise. 

But there are other interpretations that make better 
sense of Quine’s argument in “Epistemology Natural¬ 
ized.” He might mean that we are to use psychology to 
judge the amount of support the observations provide for 
given scientific theories, but only in light of an assumed 
epistemology (that is, an account of what support 
amounts to) distinct from psychology. On this interpreta¬ 
tion, the epistemology tells us how far beyond the obser¬ 
vations a scientific theory may go before the observations 
no longer support the theory; the psychology measures 
how far beyond our observations the theory actually goes; 
and the epistemology and psychology combine to tell us 
whether the theory enjoys support. Alternatively, Quine 
might mean that we are to use psychology to judge how 
any suggested epistemology fares in light of whether our 
actual achievement meets its demands. On this alterna¬ 
tive interpretation, the results of psychology constrain 
epistemology. The psychology measures how far beyond 
our observations our scientific theories go; and a sug¬ 
gested epistemology is rejected if the measured distance 
between our scientific theories and our observations 
exceeds the distance the epistemology sets as the thresh¬ 
old for support. 

This second interpretation makes the best sense of 
the text. Psychology contributes to an account not merely 


of the causal but also of the support relation between 
observation and theory. Thus, there is continuity between 
the old task of supporting science by observations and the 
new task of accounting for the support relation between 
observation and theory. The interpretation responds to 
the charge that Quine’s argument from the Duhem- 
Quine Thesis to the permissibility of relying on psychol¬ 
ogy changes the subject. And the interpretation is 
suggested by the fact that Quine assumes that the failure 
of the conceptual reduction of science to observations, or 
of the doctrinal derivation of science from observations, 
does not count decisively against a positive epistemic sta¬ 
tus for science. Without this assumption, Quine would 
have no reason to propose that epistemology should 
abandon reduction and derivation for psychology, rather 
than that we should terminate epistemology with the 
judgment that science lacks support because reductions 
and derivations fail despite being necessary for support. 
On the preferred interpretation, psychology enters after 
the failed conceptual reductions and doctrinal deriva¬ 
tions, but the use of psychology is warranted only by the 
separate epistemological claim that the success of science 
is jeopardized by overshooting the observations, though 
the jeopardy is not so rigid that the failure of reduction 
and derivation entails skepticism. 

Quine’s “Epistemology Naturalized” led many 
philosophers to take seriously the relevance of psychology 
to epistemology. Although almost all interpreters read 
Quine as proposing to replace epistemology with psy¬ 
chology, few epistemologists follow Quine in embracing 
replacement. Many endorse instead a conceptual natural¬ 
ism: our everyday epistemic concepts of knowledge, justi¬ 
fied belief, or rational belief can be defined or clarified in 
naturalistic terms, where naturalistic terms are usually 
taken to be the terms of some respectable science, notably 
psychology. (On a more liberal view, naturalistic terms 
are simply those not patently normative.) 

Most proponents of conceptual naturalism hold that 
our epistemic concepts are both normative and naturalis¬ 
tic. The motivations for conceptual naturalism are not 
often articulated, but they presumably include these: the 
concepts employed by our respectable sciences are our 
best-understood concepts and thus the best candidates 
for definitions in terms we can understand and also the 
best candidates for clarifying definitions; these are con¬ 
cepts with which we cannot now dispense in our intellec¬ 
tual lives, so for now these concepts are clearly available to 
provide definitions; and these are the concepts we have 
the best reason to believe succeed in referring to proper¬ 
ties that are actually exemplified, so that knowledge 
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defined in terms of them does not turn out inadvertently 
to fail to obtain. 

Perhaps the most popular version of conceptual 
naturalism has been reliabilism, according to which 
knowledge is true belief that results from a reliable belief¬ 
forming process—a process that tends to yield true beliefs 
(and similarly, justified belief is belief that results from a 
reliable process). Whether reliabilism is fully naturalistic 
depends on whether the notion of truth is naturalistic. 
Reliabilism has been most extensively developed by Alvin 
Goldman. In Epistemology and Cognition (1986), Gold¬ 
man divides his epistemology into two parts. The first 
part is an analysis of epistemic concepts. Both knowledge 
and justified belief are defined in terms of reliability. Jus¬ 
tified beliefs are (roughly) beliefs permitted by some right 
J-rule system. J-rules license certain cognitive processes, 
and “A J-rule system R is right if and only if R permits 
certain (basic) psychological processes, and the instantia¬ 
tion of these processes would result in a truth ratio of 
beliefs that meets some specified high threshold (greater 
than .50)” (p. 106). 

This analysis is supported by intuitions in narrow 
reflective equilibrium. The second part of Goldman’s 
enterprise is an attempt to discover which sorts of beliefs 
are justified given his analysis of justified belief. This 
would ideally lead to discovering a right system of J-rules, 
but Goldman regards such an effort as premature, since 
“Cognitive science is still groping its way toward the iden¬ 
tification of basic processes” (p. 181). Instead, Goldman 
considers candidates for basic processes individually and 
attempts to discern their reliability or contribution to a 
high truth ratio. He examines perception, memory, 
deduction, probability judgments, judgments under 
uncertainty, and belief revision in light of the findings of 
cognitive science. It is fair to say that his review of the reli¬ 
ability of cognitive processes is the most detailed and 
comprehensive yet undertaken. This second part of Gold¬ 
man’s enterprise exemplifies methodological naturalism: 
that a significant part of epistemology is an inquiry into 
whether conditions of epistemic status are satisfied in 
light of empirical cognitive science. Quine, on the inter¬ 
pretation of his views suggested above, is a methodologi¬ 
cal naturalist in this sense. 

Reliabilism is not the only proposed version of con¬ 
ceptual naturalism. Alvin Plantinga (1993) offers a proper 
function theory of knowledge that is conditionally natura¬ 
listic. According to the theory, knowledge is belief that 
results from the proper functioning of our cognitive fac¬ 
ulties. This theory is naturalistic if proper functioning is 
naturalistic, although Plantinga denies that it is. More 


than one writer has noted, however, that most analyses of 
knowledge and justified belief that eschew the label “nat¬ 
uralism” nevertheless meet the requirements of concep¬ 
tual naturalism just as well as reliabilism does (Foley 
1994, Goldman 1994). For example, some coherence the¬ 
ories define justified belief in nonnormative and even 
naturalistic terms, such as consistency, mutual entail- 
ment, and the like. Despite this, versions of reliabilism 
differ from coherence theories in usually resulting from 
an inquiry motivated by the desire to define knowledge 
and justified belief in natural terms. Coherence theories 
do not usually result from a naturalistically motivated 
inquiry. 

A view consistent with conceptual naturalism is 
property naturalism: the property of knowledge or justi¬ 
fied belief is identicalwiih certain natural properties— 
properties to which respectable science refers. Ruth 
Millikan (1984) offers a proper function account of 
knowledge along these lines, for which the relevant sci¬ 
ence is evolutionary biology. A view entailed by both con¬ 
ceptual and property naturalism is supervenience 
naturalism: epistemic properties supervene on natural 
properties. However, it has been noted (Foley 1994) that 
few epistemologists have wished to deny supervenience 
naturalism: Roderick Chisholm (1989) allows that justi¬ 
fied belief supervenes on nonnormative properties, 
despite defining it in normative terms. Keith Lehrer 
(1997) is rare among epistemologists in denying that jus¬ 
tified belief supervenes on nonnormative properties. 

Within the category of conceptual and property nat¬ 
uralism, certain views are versions of what Goldman 
(1994) calls substantive naturalism, according to which 
the defining terms refer to natural processes or to rela¬ 
tions between the subject’s belief and the environment. 
Reliabilism would fit this label. But so would John Pol¬ 
lock’s (1989) internalist version of naturalism based on 
classical artificial intelligence, and Paul Thagard’s (1992) 
coherence theory, which understands the acceptability of 
a scientific theory as involving a connectionist mecha¬ 
nism. In an influential article, Philip Kitcher (1992) 
emphasizes a version of psychologism as central to natu¬ 
ralism: knowledge turns on the character of psychological 
belief-forming processes, as opposed to logical or statisti¬ 
cal relations between evidence and belief. 

Accounts of knowledge as involving or constituted 
by psychological processes like intuition and demonstra¬ 
tion, and of justified belief as involving causal inference, 
were common in early modern philosophy. Louis Loeb 
(2002) argues that, in A Treatise of Human Nature 
(1739/1978), David Hume held a stability theory of justi- 
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fication: justified belief is the result of a belief-forming 
operation that tends to produce stable beliefs. C. S. Peirce 
is also commonly regarded as holding a stability theory in 
“The Fixation of Belief” (Schmitt 2002). But this psy¬ 
chologism was rejected in the late nineteenth and early 
twentieth centuries in tandem with the rejection of psy¬ 
chologism in semantical theory by Gottlob Frege. Recent 
naturalism, such as reliabilism and proper function the¬ 
ory, has brought psychological processes back to the fore 
in accounts of knowledge and justified belief. The chief 
ground for giving psychological processes a role in justi¬ 
fication has been an attack on the “arguments on paper” 
thesis, which sees justification as turning merely on an 
evidential relation between the proposition believed and 
the evidence possessed by the subject (Goldman 1986, 
Kaplan 1994). 

Related to the role of psychological processes is nat¬ 
uralist opposition to idealized epistemology, which 
derives norms or standards of justification from logic, 
probability theory, utility theory, or statistics, without 
attention to human limitations. For example, epistemol- 
ogists have endorsed norms of rational belief-revision 
such as the following: we are to avoid contradictory 
beliefs, and we are to believe the proposition favored by 
the total evidence available to us. Hilary Kornblith (2002) 
cites reasons for doubting that we are generally able to 
guarantee that our beliefs are consistent. Goldman (1986) 
criticizes the claim that there must be a failure of ration¬ 
ality if one’s belief fails to conform to the total available 
evidence; the fault may lie in one’s access to memory 
rather than in one’s reasoning, which is the focus of the 
evaluation of rationality. 

Of course, the norm of avoiding contradiction or of 
conforming to the total available evidence could be 
understood as the qualified requirement that we are to 
avoid contradiction or conform to the total available evi¬ 
dence when we are able to do so. But if it turns out that 
we are rarely if ever able to satisfy to these norms, there is 
little plausibility to the view that rational belief-revision 
requires satisfying, or even being guided by, such norms. 
Again, the norm of avoiding contradiction could be 
understood as the requirement that we are to approxi¬ 
mate as nearly as feasible (or as cost-effective) to avoiding 
contradiction. But if it turns out that we are far short of 
being able to approximate the goal, then it seems there is 
no such norm. The question concerns the content of epis- 
temic norms and an associated issue of the methodology 
of identifying norms: Can we formulate norms in igno¬ 
rance of contingent facts about our cognitive powers, 
protecting the norm from empirical disconfirmation by 


making it merely a requirement to approximate a goal, or 
must we craft norms under assumptions about human 
limitations that would best be empirically informed 
(Schmitt 2004)? The naturalistic methodology finds sup¬ 
port in the theoretical point that the approximate idealiz¬ 
ing view has no means of suppressing epistemic ideals 
that are intuitively plausible but so demanding that no 
norm should require approximating them to any degree. 

A final issue within naturalism is methodological. 
Should we conduct epistemology by defining knowledge 
so as to explain the functions (biological, social, or cogni¬ 
tive) served by our concept of knowledge and practices of 
epistemic evaluation? Or should we instead identify 
knowledge with the real properties involved in states we 
label “knowledge,” studying knowledge on the model of a 
natural kind like aluminum or frog, opening the possibil¬ 
ity that knowledge diverges from the properties repre¬ 
sented in our concept, and that it serves primary 
functions quite different from any suggested by the func¬ 
tions of our use of the concept? 

An account of the first sort is offered by Edward 
Craig (1990), who defines knowledge so as to explain the 
functions served by our applications of the concept. He 
proposes that our concept has its content in virtue of 
serving the social-cognitive function of picking out good 
informants. Craig rests his conditions of knowledge on 
everyday observations of the function of our concept, but 
it would be possible to rely on scientific sociology in such 
a study. An account of the second sort is offered by Hilary 
Kornblith (2002). He argues, by appeal to studies of ani¬ 
mal cognition, that animals possess knowledge, and he 
defends the view that human knowledge is no different in 
kind from animal knowledge. In effect he proposes that 
we infer the conditions of knowledge from the biological 
functions of the states we label “knowledge.” As it hap¬ 
pens, Craig’s conditions of knowledge roughly coincide 
with Kornblith’s: both are versions of reliabilism about 
knowledge. But Craig’s methodology is incompatible 
with Kornblith’s. For conditions of knowledge inferred 
from the social-cognitive functions of applying the con¬ 
cept of knowledge need not be coextensive with condi¬ 
tions inferred from the biological functions of knowledge 
itself. Nothing guarantees that the properties that 
humans ascribe in order to pick out good informants 
must be the properties that enable animals to survive in 
their habitats. 

It is a further question whether, given Kornblith’s 
approach and findings, knowledge turns out to be a nat¬ 
ural kind—for example, in the sense of a homeostatic 
property cluster or a cluster of self-maintaining proper- 
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ties. If instances of knowledge are to be instances of a nat¬ 
ural kind and knowledge is to be reliable belief, then every 
instance of knowledge must be a state of a cognitive sys¬ 
tem in which a variety of reliable processes (perhaps per¬ 
ceptual, memorial, and inferential processes) routinely 
support one another in producing knowledge. This 
would seem to be the weakest sense in which the proper¬ 
ties essential to an instance of knowledge could be said to 
be self-maintaining. If so, the claim that knowledge is a 
natural kind entails two key assertions: that knowledge 
requires not merely a reliable process yielding the given 
belief but also that instances of knowledge are embedded 
in a nexus of reliable processes. We may wonder, however, 
whether there is any informative condition of embedding 
in such a nexus that holds for all instances of knowledge 
across species; if not, there is no general natural kind of 
knowledge. 

See also Carnap, Rudolf; Chisholm, Roderick; Cognitive 
Science; Epistemology; Frege, Gottlob; Goldman, 
Alvin; Hume, David; Lehrer, Keith; Memory; Millikan, 
Ruth; Peirce, Charles Sanders; Perception; Plantinga, 
Alvin; Psychologism; Quine, Willard Van Orman; Reli- 
abilism; Underdetermination Thesis, Duhem-Quine 
Thesis. 
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NATURALIZED 
PHILOSOPHY OF SCIENCE 

Naturalization in the philosophy of science is related to 
projects for naturalization in other areas of philosophy, 
including ethics, the philosophy of language and mind, 
and, especially, epistemology. So there are some general 
features of naturalism shared by these different philo¬ 
sophical projects. Still, in each of these areas the impulse 
to naturalization has had different motivations and a dis¬ 
tinctive history. Projects for naturalizing the philosophy 
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of science were advanced independently within the 
Vienna Circle by Otto Neurath and in the United States 
by John Dewey from roughly 1925 to 1945. A decade later 
a philosopher of science, Ernest Nagel, familiar with both 
Neurath and Dewey, defended a general philosophical 
naturalism in his presidential address to the American 
Philosophical Association. And in 1969 Willard Van 
Orman Quine published his influential article “Episte¬ 
mology Naturalized.” Nevertheless, interest in naturaliza¬ 
tion in the philosophy of science dates only from the 
1980s. Three influences stand out. First, a growing dissat¬ 
isfaction with logical empiricism and, more generally, 
with any philosophy of science conceived of as the logical 
or conceptual analysis of scientific and methodological 
concepts. Second, this dissatisfaction was in part sparked 
by a growing interest in the history of science, particularly 
as employed in Thomas S. Kuhn’s 1962 book The Struc¬ 
ture of Scientific Revolutions. Finally, beginning in the 
1970s there was a challenge from a newly militant sociol¬ 
ogy of science claiming to provide the whole story of how 
science works. 

In thinking about science, it is usual to distinguish 
between the process of doing science, scientific practice, 
and the product of that process, usually understood as 
scientific knowledge. The project of naturalization 
applies to both processes and products. The naturalist 
project for examining knowledge in various special fields 
rejects claims to special forms of logical and philosophi¬ 
cal analysis, preferring to employ fundamentally the same 
tools used by the relevant scientists themselves. But 
philosophers may ask different questions than those that 
typically concern working scientists. For example, a 
philosopher of science may ask how the concept of 
causality in quantum mechanics differs from that in clas¬ 
sical mechanics, or how the theories and methods of clas¬ 
sical genetics differ from those of molecular genetics. The 
answers will be framed in terms that can be understood 
by both scientists and educated laypersons. No peculiarly 
philosophical concepts are required. This entry will focus 
on the naturalizing project for understanding the process 
of science, including methods for certifying particular 
knowledge claims. 

BASIC FEATURES OF NATURALIZED 
PHILOSOPHY OF SCIENCE 

In advancing a naturalized philosophy of science, one 
immediately rules out any philosophy of science invoking 
supernatural factors, which, however, occurs only in lim¬ 
ited contexts. More generally, a naturalized philosophy of 
science rules out appeal to a priori principles, including 


the results of logical or conceptual analysis. Positively, a 
naturalized philosophy of science restricts its resources to 
those provided by the sciences themselves. So a natural¬ 
ized philosophy of science becomes a kind of theoretical 
science of science. Even this minimal general characteri¬ 
zation of naturalized philosophy of science raises several 
problems. 

First, how could one justify ruling out the imposition 
of a priori principles, or even appeals to the supernatural, 
in the philosophy of science? This would seem itself to 
require an a priori argument, thus violating naturalism’s 
own prohibition against the use of a priori principles. 
Second, given that the content of the sciences is continu¬ 
ally changing, how can one specify just what counts as a 
resource for a naturalized philosophy of science? More 
simply, what counts as natural in either the philosophy of 
science or in the sciences themselves? 

Both of these problems presume that naturalism is a 
thesis, indeed, a metaphysical thesis. Both problems van¬ 
ish if, rather, naturalism is taken primarily as a method¬ 
ological stance, a determination to employ only well- 
established scientific findings and methods, whatever 
they might be. Methodological naturalism, unlike meta¬ 
physical naturalism, can be defended simply in terms of 
past successes, first in physics and chemistry, but also 
especially in biology. Evolutionary theory and modern 
molecular genetics have pretty much demystified the 
phenomena of life. This provides a scientific reason for 
expecting that mental phenomena and even conscious¬ 
ness will some day be similarly demystified. Of course, 
this appeal to past scientific success to justify method¬ 
ological naturalism strikes most nonnaturalistic philoso¬ 
phers of science as circular or regressive. 

NATURALISM AND NORMATIVITY 

The most common objection to the whole project of nat¬ 
uralized philosophy of science is that, based only on sci¬ 
entific findings, it can at most describe actual scientific 
practice; it cannot provide a normative basis for distin¬ 
guishing good science from pseudoscience. Naturalism, it 
is often argued, leads straight to relativism. Naturalists 
point out that this objection assumes that there exists an 
extrascientific criterion for demarcating good science 
from pseudoscience. They argue, naturalistically, that the 
failure to find an agreed on criterion is good evidence 
that no such criterion exists. Still, it is a fact that scientists 
and others claim to distinguish good science from pre¬ 
tenders to that status. Naturalists need an account of the 
bases for such judgments. 
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The usual naturalist account is that the norms oper¬ 
ative in science are all conditional norms of the general 
form: If the goal is G, use method M. The justification for 
such norms is itself empirical, consisting of evidence that 
employing M is a relatively reliable means of obtaining G. 
This reply itself raises several problems. One is the speci¬ 
fication of the goal, or goals, of scientific inquiry. A sec¬ 
ond problem is the threatened regress of methods, since 
taking the determination of whether M is a reliable 
means to G as itself a goal of inquiry seems to require 
another method of inquiry whose reliability itself must 
be investigated. 

REALISM VERSUS EMPIRICISM 

Both naturalists and nonnaturalists argue that there is a 
single overarching goal to scientific inquiry throughout 
the history of modern science. Some make similar claims 
for scientific method. Proposed general goals include 
knowledge and truth, while proposed methods include 
“making use of evidence.” These goals and methods are, 
however, so general as to be nearly vacuous. Surely one 
must ask: Knowledge (or truths) about what? What kind 
of evidence? How is evidence to be used? 

Historians of science and historically oriented 
philosophers of science have identified at least two diver¬ 
gent general goals that have been pursued, often explic¬ 
itly, by scientists since the seventeenth century. One is 
broadly empiricist while the other is broadly realist. Isaac 
Newton’s professed refusal to “feign hypotheses” and 
injunctions only to make inductions from the phenom¬ 
ena are identified with empiricism. The nineteenth- 
century invocation of an aether to support electromag¬ 
netic radiation was an example of scientific realism. The 
later nineteenth-century debate between supporters of 
thermodynamics and supporters of statistical mechanics 
is seen as a dispute between empiricists and realists 
regarding the existence of atoms. In the twentieth century 
the weirdness of quantum physics (relative to classical 
physics) invited empiricist responses while molecular 
biology seemed uninhibitedly realist. Although most nat¬ 
uralists tended to argue for either an exclusively empiri¬ 
cist or realist understanding of science, the proper 
naturalist response seemed to reject the demand for a sin¬ 
gle goal for all of science as objectionably essentialist and 
to accept the historical diversity of goals as a natural part 
of science as a whole. Both empiricists and realists can be 
said to be seeking knowledge of the natural world rather 
than, say, spiritual enlightenment. 

Returning to the threatened regress of methods, one 
question is whether or not avoiding an unacceptable rel¬ 


ativism requires a method that can be justified a priori. 
Naturalists again argue that the failure of philosophers of 
science to agree on any such method is good evidence 
that no such method exists. More positively, it can be 
argued that the general pattern of inductive reasoning is 
fundamentally the same for higher-level claims about the 
effectiveness of various methods to deliver correct judg¬ 
ments at the object level as it is for object-level empirical 
claims themselves. There need be no regress of funda¬ 
mentally different methods. 

Nevertheless, naturalists tend to agree that, whatever 
the details of various methods for certifying scientific 
claims, there are no methods that can be employed with¬ 
out assuming that some empirical conditions obtain. 
There are no foundational methods any more than there 
are foundational empirical truths that can be known with 
certainty. To the extent that naturalists think this stance 
requires philosophical justification, that justification is 
usually sought in an appeal to some form of pragmatism. 

NATURALISM AND PRAGMATISM 

It is no accident that prominent naturalists of earlier gen¬ 
erations embraced pragmatism. Naturalism needs a 
philosophical orientation that makes sense of its rejection 
of a priori metaphysical and epistemological principles. 
Pragmatism provides that orientation. The relevant prag¬ 
matist doctrine begins with the rejection of any view of 
knowledge that requires either deduction from a priori 
truths or induction from incorrigible sense experience. 
The positive doctrine is that one always begins from the 
current state of what is taken to be known. From that 
point, anything can be questioned and subjected to 
experimental tests, provided that there is some basis for 
doubt. But not everything can be questioned at once. 
Universal Cartesian doubt is ruled out. Thus, in place of a 
foundationist picture of knowledge of either rationalist 
or empiricist persuasion, one has claims to knowledge 
regulated by a method of motivated doubt and empirical 
investigation. It is this general method, not any particular 
claims, that matters for science. 

A pragmatist orientation also fits well with a typical 
naturalist appeal to the evolutionary history of humans 
as providing an understanding of the origins of human 
knowledge. Evolutionary survival requires early humans 
to have had a serviceable understanding of the world 
around them, including other humans. Survival did not 
require having beliefs that one would now regard as true. 
Rather, it only required beliefs that made it possible to 
perform appropriate actions at appropriate times. Later, 
humans could develop methods for questioning and 
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improving earlier beliefs apart from their immediate 
application to particular courses of action. 

Some naturalist philosophers of science argue that 
the development of modern science itself follows an evo¬ 
lutionary pattern and maybe even involves evolutionary- 
like mechanisms. Others disagree. This dispute takes 
place within a naturalistic framework and the answer 
does follow from that framework alone. It remains an 
empirical question within a naturalistic approach to the 
philosophy of science. 

RESOURCES FORA NATURALISTIC 
PHILOSOPHY OF SCIENCE 

The purest statement of the logical empiricist approach 
to the philosophy of science was that the philosophy of 
science is the study of the logic of the language of science. 
This stance automatically put the focus of the philosoph¬ 
ical study of science on the products of scientific activity 
rather than on the process of doing science. The natural¬ 
ist project for the philosophy of science places greater 
emphasis on the practice of science. A programmatic for¬ 
mulation would be that a naturalized philosophy of sci¬ 
ence focuses on scientists as embodied agents practicing 
in a particular scientific culture. The question is what 
broadly scientific resources are to be employed in this 
study. Here, there is a diversity of opinion among those 
pursuing a naturalist program. 

Following Kuhn and others, many philosophers of 
science study the activity of science using primarily his¬ 
torical concepts and methods. Sociologists of science, 
including historical sociologists partly inspired by Kuhn, 
invoke primarily historical and sociological categories, 
but differ among themselves as to which historical and 
sociological categories to employ. They mostly agree, 
however, on the desirability of there being a single unified 
sociological account. Some philosophers of science and 
cognitive scientists pursue the study of scientific practice 
as primarily a cognitive activity, borrowing concepts and 
methods from the cognitive sciences. A few philosophers 
and economists employ concepts from economics in their 
studies of science practice. Finally, feminist philosophers 
of science, for whom the idea of scientists as embodied 
and socially embedded is central, introduce concepts 
from feminist theory into the naturalized study of sci¬ 
ence. 

Here again, the proper naturalistic response to this 
plurality of approaches would seem not to insist on a sin¬ 
gle unified approach, but to embrace a diversity of com¬ 
plementary approaches as appropriate for understanding 
a complex phenomenon such as science. 


See also Confirmation Theory; Ethics, History of; Moore, 
George Edward; Naturalized Epistemology. 
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NATURAL KINDS 

Whether engaged in high-level scientific activity or in the 
ordinary business of living, we spend a great deal of our 
time sorting the objects we come across into kinds. 
Philosophers are concerned with the kinds of kinds into 
which we sort these objects, and with the principles that 
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distinguish one kind of kinds from another. One kind of 
kinds that has loomed large in recent philosophical dis¬ 
cussions is that of so-called natural kinds. And one con¬ 
ception of natural kinds has dominated discussion in the 
contemporary philosophies of science, language, and 
mind, and this conception will concern us here. But first, 
some background. 

Historical discussions of natural kinds (Ayers 1981) 
usually start with Aristotle and his conception of the indi¬ 
viduals that are members of a kind of substance in virtue 
of the fact that they share a certain property (an essence ) 
with all and only the other members of that kind. This 
essence can be specified in a real definition in terms of two 
of the five predicables: genus, species, difference, proper¬ 
ties, and accidents. To give the most famous example, the 
species human being is part of the genus animal, and is 
distinguished from other animals by the difference 
rational; thus the essence of human beings is that they are 
rational animals. This essence determines the properties 
human beings possess (language, for example), although 
some members of the kind will also possess further prop¬ 
erties that are not so determined, and these are the acci¬ 
dents (high intelligence, say, or lustrous skin). 

In reaction against this Aristotelian vision, John 
Locke offered the distinction between real and nominal 
essences. Locke distinguished between the real essence 
(“the being of anything whereby it is what it is”) and the 
nominal essence (“the abstract idea which the general, or 
sortal... name stands for”) (1975 [1689]). He argued that 
when we use general terms, we refer to kinds whose defi¬ 
nition can be given entirely in terms of their nominal 
essence. He maintained, first, that the members of a kind 
share a real essence in virtue of sharing some property 
concerning their microstructure, and, second, that 
because we lack “microscopical eyes,” we can never know 
if an entity has this property or not. He then claimed that 
the features constitutive of the nominal essence of an 
entity are nonproblematically open to our view, and that 
as a result only these features are capable of ensuring that 
our use of a term refers to the kind in question. 

This view rests upon some questionable assump¬ 
tions. First, it is not obvious that our reference to an 
entity must be secured by features that are unproblemat- 
ically open to our view. Second, it is not obvious that we 
cannot know that an entity possesses some microstruc- 
tural feature simply because that feature is not observ¬ 
able. The modern view of natural kinds rejects both of 
these assumptions. 

This modern view was inspired by the writings of 
Saul Kripke (1980) and Hilary Putnam (1975). The 


numerous advances in natural-scientific knowledge since 
Locke’s time have greatly increased our sense that we are 
able to know about the microstructures of things, and 
these advances helped lead Kripke and Putnam to reject 
the second of Locke’s epistemological assumptions. Far 
more radical, however, was their rejection of his first 
assumption. They insisted that the reference of a natural- 
kind term is secured by the real essence of the kind, even 
if no one has any idea what this essence is. A connec¬ 
tion with the mental lives of those who use the relevant 
natural-kind term remains, but is secured insteadby the 
requirement that they use the term with the intention of 
referring to entities of the relevant kind. More specifi¬ 
cally, when people learn the meaning of a natural-kind 
term, they are presented with a sample of the kind, and 
their competent use of the term is then (partly) a matter 
of their using it with the intention of referring to any¬ 
thing whose nature is the same as the relevant sample. 
This idea of a nature has clear Aristotelian resonances, 
and like Aristotle, Kripke and Putnam took the nature of 
an entity to be identical to its real essence. 

Putnam analyzed the meaning of a natural-kind 
term into the following four components: a syntactic 
marker (the part of speech to which it belongs, obviously 
“noun”), a semantic marker (in the case of “water,” this 
would be “liquid”), a stereotype (in effect, the nominal 
essence, the range of observable features commonly asso¬ 
ciated with the term; in this case, “colorless, tasteless liq¬ 
uid,” for instance), and an extension (the things in the 
world determined by the real essence of the kind, what¬ 
ever that may be). In the Kripke and Putnam picture, the 
stereotype provides guidelines for the use of the term, but 
it does not fix the reference of the term in a sentence con¬ 
taining it. Nonetheless, use of a term that is guided by the 
stereotype is still genuine use—partly in virtue of the 
intention to refer, and partly in virtue of what Putnam 
called “the division of linguistic labor” (the idea that a 
competent user of the term would defer to relevant 
experts on the matter of whether something actually is a 
member of the relevant kind). 

This account of natural-kind terms has numerous 
advantages. It seems to provide an easy solution to the 
apparent problem of incommensurability, for example. 
Formulations of this problem start from an assumption 
characteristic of logical-empiricist accounts of scientific 
terms, namely, that the reference of a natural-kind term is 
fixed by the theoretically informed general beliefs of 
those who use that term. Consequently, when those 
beliefs change to a certain degree, so does the reference of 
the term. In the light of Thomas Kuhn’s idea that science 
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undergoes massive revolutions in the theoretical beliefs of 
scientists, it seems, once this assumption is granted, that 
past scientists who used the term “electrons” were not 
speaking about the same things that present-day scien¬ 
tists speak about when they use this term. By insisting 
that reference is fixed by the real nature of kinds and not 
the transitory beliefs of scientists, the theory of Kripke 
and Putnam allows scientific terms to refer to the same 
entities over time even though the relevant beliefs of sci¬ 
entists change massively. 

In more recent years, some philosophers have started 
to become suspicious of attempts to extend this account 
to all natural-kind terms (Dupre 1993). It is questionable 
how far the theory is capable of handling the kinds that 
biologists appear to speak of, for instance. Terms of ordi¬ 
nary language such as “frog,” “toad,” “rabbit,” “hare,” 
“onion,” “garlic”—terms that one might assume are both 
natural kind terms and of relevance to biologists—are 
deployed by the latter in ways that radically diverge from 
how they are deployed by ordinary speakers. When ordi¬ 
nary speakers use these terms, it seems that their inten¬ 
tion is not to refer to the putative real essence of, say, 
“garlic,” but rather to something that serves a certain 
function (“garlic” refers to that which serves a certain culi¬ 
nary purpose, for instance). One obvious response at this 
point is to say that these terms refer not to natural kinds 
but to functional kinds (Wiggins 2001), and that their 
reference is fixed by some description available to the 
users of the term. This possibility of diverging intentions 
suggests that one kind term might be a natural-kind term 
among a group of scientists (given how they use it) and a 
functional-kind term among a group of lay persons 
(given how they use it). 

There are interesting questions as to whether this 
account of natural-kind terms contravenes or accords 
with a Fregean view of meaning (Evans 1973). There are 
also questions about the exact role that an appeal to nat¬ 
ural-kind terms should play in arguments for an exter¬ 
nalist account of mental content (that the content of a 
mental state is determined by suitably‘external’ features). 
In addition, if the arguments for externalism that rely on 
the Kripke and Putnam account of natural-kind terms 
are sound and if a term such as “garlic” denotes a natural 
kind on the lips of a scientist but a functional kind on the 
lips of a layperson, and if the reference of functional kind 
terms is fixed by a description, then we seem to be sad¬ 
dled with the idea that scientists have a greater number of 
broad, externally determined mental states than layper¬ 
sons. 


See also Aristotle; Essence and Existence; Kripke, Saul; 
Kuhn, Thomas; Laws of Nature; Locke, John; Meaning; 
Natural Law; Proper Names and Descriptions; Proper¬ 
ties; Putnam, Hilary. 
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NATURAL LAW 

Natural Law is a long-standing and widely influential the¬ 
ory in ethics and legal philosophy. Because of its long and 
varied history, and the diversity of definitions of the term 
“natural,” it is somewhat difficult to summarize exactly 
what makes a position or methodology one of natural 
law—at least in such a way as to neatly include all the 
positions and methodologies that have gone by that 
name. In attempting to establish a broad set of character¬ 
istics such a theory would have to possess in order to be 
considered natural law, it is useful then to look at the his¬ 
torical development of paradigmatic theories, paying 
attention to David Hume’s advice that when trying to 
understand a discourse that employs the concept of 
“nature,” we must consider what the concept is contextu¬ 
ally being opposed to, and “the opposition will always dis¬ 
cover the sense, in which it is taken” (Hume 2000, p. 305, 
n.). 

In general, we can say that the traditional notion of 
natural law has held to the following four propositions: 
(1) morality is ultimately real and objective and is not rel¬ 
ative in its primary truths to culture, subjective taste, or 
social agreement; (2) morality is somehow grounded in 
human nature, which is a specific part of the general 


ENCYCLOPEDIA OF PHILOSOPHY 
2nd edition 


505 



NATURAL LAW 


order of nature, and is crucial for human happiness and 
flourishing; (3) the normative force and obligatoriness of 
morality is somehow the result of this grounding and 
may be understood using the terminology associated 
with a legal code; (4) the application of reason in exam¬ 
ining human nature, and to some extent general nature, 
provides evidence for the specific content of our moral 
obligations. 

Some theories, especially contemporary ones, may 
not clearly fit the pattern of this list. However, this speaks 
to a criticism that some recent “natural law” theories are 
not really natural law theories at all. It is in reference to 
the sort of positions specified above that such criticisms 
are made. There is also a problem in producing such a list 
as to whether reference should be made to God as a divine 
legislator of natural law. While the original and most tra¬ 
ditional theories of natural law do rely on a theological 
foundation, it is characteristic of modern and contempo¬ 
rary versions that they do not, and therefore theism has 
not been listed as a basic proposition. 

ANCIENT SOURCES 

It is generally held that the first complete formulation of 
a natural law theory was a product of Stoic philosophers. 
It is also generally held, however, that classical Greek 
philosophers made significant conceptual contributions 
to what became natural law. Plato suggests the first, moral 
realist, tenet of traditional natural law theory in propos¬ 
ing his division of the Forms and appearances. In taking 
such a strong realist position, Plato provides material for 
the claim that goodness, or at least good order, is funda¬ 
mentally real and our knowledge of it can be directly pro¬ 
duced through reason. In dialogues such as Gorgias, 
Protagoras, and Phaedrus, Socrates defends a notion of 
objective truth and knowledge over the relativistic claims 
of sophists, which fits the natural law emphasis on moral 
realism. In the Republic, he analogizes the virtuous person 
to a healthy body and state, which fits the second propo¬ 
sition that morality is self-rewarding, tends toward hap¬ 
piness, and is the proper state of being. In the Laws, Plato 
touches upon the fourth proposition by referring to a law 
of nature forbidding homosexual sex as unnatural, 
appealing to animal behavior as evidence (836c-e). 

Aristotle has an even stronger claim on influencing 
natural law, though his contribution is contested. One 
writer considers natural law his “principal legacy to 
Christian thought” (Hastings 2000, p. 465), whereas 
another believes that he “figures as a natural law thinker 
only ambiguously and not very helpfully” (Haakonssen 
1992, p. 890). Howard P. Kainz (2004) points out that the 


passages in Aristotle commonly used to indicate support 
of natural law—“Universal law is the law of nature. For 
there really is, as every one to some extent divines, a nat¬ 
ural justice and injustice that is binding on all men, even 
on those who have no association or covenant with 
each other” (pp. 6-8)—come from the Rhetoric 
(1373b5-1373bl5), and are embedded in a section giving 
advice to lawyers on how to argue cases. Aristotle suggests 
using the rhetoric of natural law when “the written law 
tells against our case” but suggests that when “the written 
law supports our case” it is better to argue that “trying to 
be cleverer than the law is just what is forbidden by those 
codes of law that are accounted best” (Rhetoric, 
1375a25-1375b25). But though Aristotle may not be as 
clearly a natural lawyer as some have thought, he does 
bequeath three important ideas that get taken up by nat¬ 
ural law later on. First, in the Physics, Aristotle speaks at 
length concerning teleology—the notion that all natural 
objects have an end they are internally driven to ful¬ 
fill (their telos) and that to understand a thing we 
must understand the end toward which it aims 
(194bl5-199b30). Second, in the Nicomachean Ethics, 
Aristotle applies this principle to discover the end of 
human beings, arguing that humans, as natural, aim at 
some specific highest good for humans, which he defines 
as happiness—virtuous, rational, satisfactory activity 
(1097al5-1098al5). The teleology of natural objects and 
a complex virtuous happiness as the end of human beings 
will figure prominently in later natural law formulations, 
particularly those of Aquinas. Third, in the Politics, Aris¬ 
totle argues that living in a political organization is 
entirely natural for humans. In fact, nature implants in us 
a social instinct and we can tell by the fact that humans 
are not individually self-sufficient that the purpose of the 
state is to produce well-being (1253a25-1253a35). States 
that work for this common well-being are genuine; states 
that do not are “perversions” (1279a25-1279bl0). 

It is commonly considered, however, that the first 
full-fledged description of natural law arises in Stoic phi¬ 
losophy. In general, Stoic philosophers were drawn to the 
idea that the universe is controlled by a perfectly rational 
and fateful principle called the logos, a concept promi¬ 
nent in Heraclitus’s thought. The logos, as a rational prin¬ 
ciple that is creative, pervades all nature, and is reflected 
in human beings’ ability to consciously reason and 
express logical relations in language, unites the meta¬ 
physical, the epistemological, and the ethical. As A. A. 
Long (1986) writes: “[I]t is clear that logos is something 
which can be heard, which serves to explain things, which 
is common to all” (p. 145). This unity is important for a 
view of reason as a law that connects nature, thought, and 
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morality. In ethics, Zeno of Citium and other Stoics 
advise us to accept the logos-determined activity of the 
universe as right and unchangeable. It is our moral obli¬ 
gation to live in accordance with nature and our nature 
includes the instinct for self-preservation and the posses¬ 
sion of reason (Diogenes Laertius 1925, pp. 193-197). 
The mostly widely cited statement of Stoic natural law, 
however, comes from Cicero, who wrote: 

True law is right reason in agreement with 
nature; it is of universal application, unchanging 
and everlasting; it summons to duty by its com¬ 
mands, and averts from wrongdoing by its pro¬ 
hibitions. ... It is a sin to try to alter this law, nor 
is it allowable to attempt to repeal any part of it, 
and it is impossible to abolish it entirely. We can¬ 
not be freed from its obligations by senate or 
people, and we need not look outside ourselves 
for an expounder or interpreter of it. And there 
will not be different laws at Rome and at Athens, 
or different laws now and in the future, but one 
eternal and unchangeable law will be valid for all 
nations and all times, and there will be one mas¬ 
ter and ruler, that is, God, over us all, for he is 
the author of this law, its promulgator, and its 
enforcing judge. Whoever is disobedient is flee¬ 
ing from himself and denying his human nature, 
and by reason of this very fact he will suffer the 
worst penalties. (1928, p. 211) 

In this passage, many of the traditional characteristics of 
natural law theory are asserted—the appeal to reason, 
natural ends, and universality, the lawlike features of obli¬ 
gation, commandment and punishment, the connection 
to human nature, our internal ability to determine natu¬ 
ral law obligations through intuition, conscience, or 
acknowledgement of impulses, and the reliance on God 
as legislator. These aspects of natural law were subject to 
refinements and modifications at the hands of later 
thinkers including Roman jurists, such as Gaius, who 
focused on understanding natural law as the rational 
underpinning of positive law; Ulpian, who applied the 
natural law to all animals; and Gratian, who focused on 
natural law being spelled out as biblical commands 
(Kainz 2004). 

MEDIEVAL SOURCES 

With St. Thomas Aquinas (1225-1274), natural law 
reached a summary moment and was systematized and 
incorporated into the dominant Christian theological 
tradition of the West. Aquinas is so influential on the nat¬ 
ural law tradition that his position is often seen as para¬ 


digmatic—a response that both limits the tradition and 
over-theologizes it. 

Aquinas begins his discussion of the nature of law in 
the Summa Theologiae by defining law in general as “a 
rule and measure of acts, whereby man is induced to act 
or is restrained from acting” (Summa, Part 2, Part 1, 
Question 90, Answer 1), which is immediately “nothing 
else but a dictate of practical reason emanating from the 
ruler who governs a perfect community” (2.1.91.1). 
Proper laws always aim toward the general good and, fol¬ 
lowing Aristotle, the goal of human life and thus the com¬ 
mon good, is happiness (2.1.90.2). Aquinas then 
distinguishes between four types of law. Eternal law is the 
very idea of how things should be and has been intended 
in God’s mind. This idea of how things should be accord¬ 
ing to God has “the nature of a law” (2.1.91.1). The natu¬ 
ral law is essentially the way in which human beings, as 
rational beings, are positioned within this divinely 
designed order of things, directed toward fulfilling their 
nature in that order. Aquinas says: 

Wherefore, since all things subject to Divine 
providence are ruled and measured by the eter¬ 
nal law ... it is evident that all things partake 
somewhat of the eternal law, in so far as, namely, 
from its being imprinted on them, they derive 
their respective inclinations to their proper acts 
and ends. Now, among all others, the rational 
creature is subject to Divine providence in the 
most excellent way.... Wherefore it has a share 
of the Eternal Reason, whereby it has a natural 
inclination to its proper act and end: and this 
participation of the eternal law in the rational 
creature is called the natural law.... It is there¬ 
fore evident that the natural law is nothing else 
than the rational creature’s participation of the 
eternal law. (2.1.91.2) 

Aquinas adds the categories of human law (specific 
determinations of practical regulations) and divine law 
(scriptural revelations of certain specifics). It is the rela¬ 
tionship between natural law and eternal law that is most 
important here, however. As Aquinas sees it, the natural 
law is the way in which humans participate in the eternal 
law, by fulfilling our natural ends in the created order 
which is itself the expression of the eternal idea of God. 
The natural law is “imprinted” on us so that we have cer¬ 
tain inclinations toward our ends but we also have reason, 
which allows us to perceive and choose to follow the 
imprinted inclinations in the proper way. In this sense, 
Aquinas frames natural law as objective, grounded in 
human nature, dependent ultimately on God as the cre- 
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ator of its content, understood through reason and 
through observation of our own innate tendencies and 
capacities. 

When it comes to laying out the actual rules that the 
natural law prescribes, the first general principle is “good 
is to be done and pursued, and evil is to be avoided” 
which is coupled with the principle that “good has the 
nature of an end, and evil, the nature of a contrary, hence 
it is that all those things to which man has a natural incli¬ 
nation, are naturally apprehended by reason as being 
good, and ... their contraries as evil” (2.1.94.2). Aquinas 
then develops from these two principles other precepts, 
including the duty of self-preservation, procreation and 
education of offspring, seeking knowledge of God, living 
in society, and avoiding offending others. It is here that 
Aquinas begins a popular tradition among natural law 
theorists of laying out a set of necessary and basic human 
goods. 

Aquinas goes on elsewhere to develop more specific 
rules dictated by the natural law, for example, famously 
outlawing masturbation, noncoital sex, and homosexual 
intercourse as “contrary to the natural order of the vene¬ 
real act as becoming to the human race” (2.2.154.11). It is 
also largely on the basis of natural law reasoning that the 
teaching of the Roman Catholic Church rules out contra¬ 
ception as ever morally permissible (Hastings 2000, Cat¬ 
echism of the Catholic Church 1994). 

It is important to realize, however that there is no 
simplistic equation of the natural with the moral in 
Aquinas. In addressing the question of whether the natu¬ 
ral law can be changed, he distinguishes between adding 
to and subtracting from the requirements of the natural 
law and also between primary and secondary principles 
of the natural law. Adding to what the natural law 
requires is not by itself any problem “since many things 
for the benefit of human life have been added over and 
above the natural law, both by Divine law and by human 
laws” (2.1.94.5). Subtracting from what the natural law 
requires, however, depends on what level of principle we 
are considering. The primary principles, such as the first 
precept of pursuing good and avoiding evil and the 
immediately derivative precepts of self-preservation, and 
so on, cannot be changed at all. The secondary principles, 
however, which are “certain detailed proximate conclu¬ 
sions drawn from the first principles” may be changed “in 
some particular cases of rare occurrence, through some 
special cause hindering the observance of such precepts” 
(2.1.94.5). 

With this added layer of complexity, it is incumbent 
upon people to use their reason and to attend to circum¬ 


stances in order to determine what is and is not permissi¬ 
ble according to the secondary principles. For example, in 
the pursuit of procreation, it might seem eminently nat¬ 
ural for men to have multiple wives, yet the tradition of 
the church is for monogamy. How to decide this ques¬ 
tion? Aquinas argues that marriage has a primary end of 
producing and raising children, but also a secondary end 
of a social function within a community: 

Accordingly plurality of wives neither wholly 
destroys nor in any way hinders the first end of 
marriage, since one man is sufficient to get chil¬ 
dren of several wives. ... But though it does not 
destroy the second end, it hinders it consider¬ 
ably for there cannot be peace in a family where 
several wives are joined to one husband, since 
one husband cannot suffice to satisfy the requi¬ 
sitions of several wives.... (3.suppl.65.1) 

Thus according to a Thomistic reading of natural law, 
noncoital sex to the point of climax may never be per¬ 
mitted but a plurality of wives might be permitted if the 
material resources of the husband and culture made it 
workable. 

Finally, for understanding the immense influence of 
Thomistic natural law, it is important to note that human 
law relies on natural law for its justification and author¬ 
ity. While human law may add various requirements in 
specifics (tax codes, civil regulations, etc.) it may not sub¬ 
tract from primary principles. Therefore, human laws are 
subject to a comparative test for their justification and 
authority. If they conflict with the natural law, they are 
not just, and not true law. Aquinas says: 

Now in human affairs a thing is said to be just, 
from being right, according to the rule of reason. 

But the first rule of reason is the law of nature, 
as is clear from what has been stated above. ... 
Consequently every human law has just so much 
of the nature of law, as it is derived from the law 
of nature. But if in any point it deflects from the 
law of nature, it is no longer a law but a perver¬ 
sion of law (2.1.95.2). 

As with Cicero years before, this idea makes it possible to 
judge human laws as unjust and nonobligatory, and 
opens the way for the possibility of just revolutions 
against unjust states and human laws. 

Aquinas’s analysis of natural law set the stage for an 
ongoing debate over the nature of the relationship 
between morality, God’s will, and God’s intellect. For 
Aquinas, the eternal law, which was expressed in material 
creation, was found in God’s intellect, God’s perfect rea- 
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son. As such, natural law was not simply an edict of God’s 
will, as divine command theorists would argue, but rather 
was the automatic rational relationship between a cre¬ 
ated, purposeful order and the rational beings within that 
order. Presumably, if God had created a different type of 
purposeful world than he did, there would still automat¬ 
ically be a derived natural law that applied to that world 
as a function of reason, though its specific content would 
be different than the existing world. In this sense, God is 
bound by reason, and the natural law is the immediate 
rational product of created order. As Aquinas writes: “the 
natural law is something appointed by reason, just as a 
proposition is a work of reason” (Summa, Part 2, Part 1, 
Question 94, Answer 1). 

One position, credited to Gregory of Rimini, took 
from this view that the natural law simply illuminated 
which actions and goals were intrinsically good and 
which were intrinsically evil. As such, the natural law 
“demonstrates” but is not literally a law in the sense of 
being legislated. As Francisco Suarez (1548-1617) encap¬ 
sulates it in his influential De legibus, Gregory’s position 
is “that the natural law is not a preceptive law ... since it 
is not the indication of the will of some superior; but 
that, on the contrary, it is a law indicating what should be 
done, and what should be avoided, what of its own nature 
is intrinsically good and necessary, and what is intrinsi¬ 
cally evil” (1944, p. 189). Another group of theologians 
called voluntarists, including to various degrees Bonaven- 
ture, Duns Scotus, and most prominently, William of 
Ockham, were defenders of the notion that the natural 
law was the product of God’s will, not his intellect. As 
such, God could make the natural law, and thus morality, 
be anything he wished. Suarez writes: “This is the view 
one ascribes to William of Occam ... inasmuch as he says 
that no act is wicked save in so far as it is forbidden by 
God and that there is no act incapable of becoming a 
good act if commanded by God” (p. 190). 

Suarez himself, however, takes a middle course 
between the “intellectualist” and “voluntarist” positions, 
which he sees as being consistent with Aquinas. Suarez 
claims that the natural law not only demonstrates what is 
intrinsically good and evil but also “contains its own pro¬ 
hibition of evil and command of good” (p. 191). As indi¬ 
cating intrinsic good and evil, the natural law cannot be 
said to be simply willed by God. However, this does not 
mean that there is no divine command to follow the nat¬ 
ural law on top of whatever rational obligation we might 
have to follow it. In fact, “it is revealed by the light of nat¬ 
ural understanding, that God is offended by sins commit¬ 
ted in contravention of the natural law, and that the 


judgments and the punishment of those sins pertain to 
Him” (p. 207). What this means is that although right rea¬ 
son can show us the intrinsic moral status of actions, and 
somehow produces some binding moral force, it is natu¬ 
ral law’s necessary connection to (but not identity with) 
the divine law that provides commanding obligation. 
Suarez writes: 

The binding force of the natural law constitutes 
a true obligation; and that obligation is a good 
in its own way, existing in point of fact; there¬ 
fore, this same obligation must proceed from the 
divine will, which decrees that men shall be 
bound to obey that which right reason dictates. 

... Therefore, although the additional obligation 
imposed by the natural law is derived from the 
divine will, in so far as it is properly a preceptive 
obligation, nevertheless ... that will presupposes 
a judgment as to the evil of falsehood, for exam¬ 
ple, or similar judgments (pp. 196-197; 199). 

Suarez thus describes a natural law that is both morally 
independent of God’s Will but always joined by willed 
legislation to follow it. 

The concerns over the actual obligations implied by 
natural law made their way into important political and 
cultural disputes, including the formal debate between 
the theologians Juan Gines de Sepulveda (1494-1573) 
and Bartolome de Las Casas (1474-1566) over the treat¬ 
ment of Native Americans by the Spanish kings. 
Sepulveda, appealing to Aristotle (who claimed slavery 
was justified by nature in his Politics), Aquinas, and 
Augustine, argued that the Native Americans were “bar¬ 
baric ... ignorant, unreasoning ... sunk in vice ... cruel, 
and are of such character that, as nature teaches, they are 
to be governed by the will of others” concluding “that the 
Indians are obliged by the natural law to obey those who 
are outstanding in virtue ... This is the natural order, 
which the eternal and divine law commands to be 
observed ... ” (Las Casas 1992, p. 11-12). Las Casas, 
defender of the natives, relies partially on natural law 
ideals by arguing that the leaders of a community are 
obligated to seek the common good and waging war does 
not seek that end, and also that the Indians are not unrea¬ 
soning but instead have rational, though still incorrect, 
defenses of their barbaric practices. For the most part, 
however, he gives consequentialist arguments as to why 
war should not be waged, arguing that war will produce 
much more harm than good. 
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MODERN SOURCES 

Hugo Grotius (1583-1645) is variously credited with 
being the “father of modern natural law,” the “father of 
natural rights,” and the “father of international law.” 
While Grotius spends most of his writing analyzing the 
nature of international war and its adjudication, his 
appeal to natural law leads in several influential direc¬ 
tions. First, Grotius rejects the skeptical view (typified by 
classical Greek opponent of natural law, Carneades [c. 
214-129 BCE]) that humans and all animals are simply 
driven by self-interest and that therefore all laws have 
their source in individual expediency, which may change 
as conditions do. Instead, Grotius argues in his Prole¬ 
gomena to the Law of War and Peace, humans have “an 
impelling desire for society, that is, for the social life—not 
of any and every sort, but peaceful, and organized ... this 
social trend the Stoics called ‘sociableness’” ( Prolegomena 
6). Grotius indicates that this innate sympathy and desire 
for peace is central: “This maintenance of the social order, 
which we have roughly sketched, and which is consonant 
with human intelligence, is the source of law properly so 
called. To this sphere of law belong the abstaining from 
that which is another’s, the restoration to another of any¬ 
thing of his which we may have ... the obligation to ful¬ 
fill promises” ( Prolegomena , pp. 8-9). In addition to 
sociableness, humans also have the rational power to dis¬ 
criminate between alternative actions and can choose 
what will actually “follow the direction of a well-tem¬ 
pered judgment, being neither led astray by fear or the 
allurement of immediate pleasure, nor carried away by 
rash impulse. Whatever is clearly at variance with such 
judgment is understood to be contrary also to the law of 
nature, that is, to the nature of man” ( Prolegomena , p. 10). 

Second, and largely because of this innate sociality 
and intelligence, Grotius claims that “what we have been 
saying would have a degree of validity even if we should 
conceded that which cannot be conceded without the 
utmost wickedness, that there is no God, or that the 
affairs of men are of no concern to him.” ( Prolegomena , p. 
10). While Grotius was not the first to conceptually 
detach the natural law from God, his arguments lead to a 
significant shift in natural law language, making it easier 
to talk about natural law as intrinsically part of being 
human rather than something that reflects a divine idea. 
In fact, Grotius’s later clarification on the importance of 
God’s will—“the law of nature ... proceeding as it does 
from the essential traits implanted in man, can neverthe¬ 
less be rightly attributed to God because of his having 
willed that such traits exist in us”—ends up showcasing 
more the belief that human nature immediately provides 


the law, whatever the ultimate source of human nature 
( Prolegomena , p. 11). This move will permit the discon¬ 
nection of God and natural morality, while making the 
source of obligation to follow the law a significant prob¬ 
lem. 

Third, the shift away from specifically religious natu¬ 
ral law is made even more rhetorically available because 
of Grotius’s development of the concept of natural rights. 
In The Rights of War and Peace, he first describes the term 
“right” as signifying what is just or at least not unjust, but 
then he goes on to say that “there is another signification 
of the word RIGHT ... which relates directly to the per¬ 
son. In which sense, RIGHT is a moral quality annexed to 
the person, justly entitling him to possess some particular 
privilege, or to perform some particular act” (1901, p. 19). 
While the idea that individuals can possess moral quali¬ 
ties that produce privileges and impose duties on others 
has many conceptual problems, the upshot is that it 
allows for a discourse of human rights that steers clear of 
theological connections. 

The emphasis on the social nature of human beings 
becomes central at this point, informing as it does both 
the content and general character of natural law. Some 
will agree with Grotius that humans have a natural socia¬ 
bility; some will argue that humans are naturally individ¬ 
ualistic self-maximizers who are sociable only for 
practicality’s sake. But the philosophical import of this 
talk is that even though modern philosophers will gener¬ 
ally agree that there is a more or less fixed human nature 
and will continue to use the phrase “natural law,” they 
may mean significantly different things by it. 

For example, Thomas Hobbes (1588-1679) argues 
that nature has provided humans with certain set traits, 
including rough physical and intellectual equality. Out of 
this equality come roughly equal hopes of attaining the 
objects of desire and thus competition over goods, 
resources, and honor. With no limitations on such com¬ 
petition, violence ensues and a “war of every man against 
every man” arises. In analyzing a way out of this situation, 
Hobbes discusses “rights of nature,” “laws of nature,” and 
other phrases associated with the natural law tradition. 
Yet, when we read what Hobbes says about the character 
of natural laws, something seems to have changed. 
Hobbes says that 

a law of nature, (lex naturalis) is a precept, or 
general rule, found out by reason, by which a 
man is forbidden to do, that, which is destruc¬ 
tive of his life. ... and consequently it is a pre¬ 
cept, or general rule of reason, that every man 
ought to endeavor peace ... and when he cannot 
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obtain it ... seek and use all helps and advan¬ 
tages of war. ... From this fundamental law of 
nature ... is derived a second law; that a man be 
willing, when others are so too ... to lay down 
this right to all things. (1988, pp. 86-87) 

What appears to be happening here, in spite of some of 
the language used, is not that humans have a natural law 
moral obligation to seek peace, in the way Grotius might 
have envisioned, but rather that reason teaches us that 
our self-interest cannot be satisfied unless we agree with 
each other to give up some of our liberties and make 
social contracts. This means that the “law of nature” is not 
an objective moral obligation, but rather a pure practical 
realization of what we have to do in order to achieve our 
goals. Although it is tricky to try to use contemporary 
language here, it seems as if Hobbes’s natural law is more 
about factual psychological principles and pragmatic 
planning. He agrees with traditional natural law theorists 
that we have a human nature and self-preservation is the 
first trait of that nature, but he sees the implications of 
that fact to have more to do with the satisfaction of desire 
than moral obligation. 

This seems even clearer when Hobbes reductively 
defines human rights of nature as liberties to act and then 
defines liberties as merely “the absence of external imped¬ 
iments” (p. 86) and then later says that “where no 
covenant hath preceded, there hath no right been trans¬ 
ferred, and every man has right to every thing; and con¬ 
sequently, no action can be unjust” (p. 95). Contrasting 
sharply with the traditional natural law claim that theft, 
for example, is immoral, Hobbes argues that theft only 
has meaning, and only becomes wrong, after social 
covenants are set up describing it as so. So here we see a 
case where the language of natural law is used but the 
substance is one of self-interested prudence. It is not sur¬ 
prising here that Hobbes’s phrase, “state of nature,” 
describes a dangerous environment that reason must be 
used to change. Our natural state is one of horror; our 
happy and peaceful state is one of artifice produced by 
reason. 

Samuel Pufendorf (1632-1694) takes an approach 
both similar and somewhat more traditional. He agrees 
that humans are naturally self-interested and likely to 
engage in warlike activity to acquire the things they want. 
However, humans also seem to go beyond nature in 
excessive pursuit of the basics nature has provided 
them—lusting more than is necessary for procreation, 
seeking clothes more for show than for necessity, desiring 
tasty food far beyond what we need for nutrition (1991, 
p. 34). In a vein similar to Hobbes, Pufendorf writes: 


Man, then, is an animal with an intense concern 
for his own preservation ... incapable of protec¬ 
tion without the help of his fellows.... Equally, 
however, he is at the same time malicious, 
aggressive, easily provoked, and as willing as he 
is able to inflict harm on others. The conclusion 
is: in order to be safe, it is necessary for him to 
be sociable.... The laws of this sociality ... are 
called natural laws. On this basis it is evident 
that the fundamental natural law is: every man 
ought to do as much as he can to cultivate and 
preserve sociality, (p. 35) 

Here, though the term “natural law” and “ought” are 
used, they seem to be used prudentially, not as objective 
moral terms. However, Pufendorf recognizes, as did 
Suarez, this divide between self-preserving practicality 
and moral obligation and brings God back in to secure 
obligation. “Though these precepts have a clear utility, 
they get the force of law only upon the presuppositions 
that God exists and rules all things by His providence, 
and that He has enjoined the human race to observe as 
laws those dictates of reason which He has Himself prom¬ 
ulgated by the force of the innate light. For otherwise 
though they might be observed for their utility, like the 
prescriptions doctors give to regulate health, they would 
not be laws” (p. 36). Thus, Pufendorf reverts to a modi¬ 
fied form of divine command theory in order to fasten 
down the lawfulness of natural law. 

John Locke (1632-1704), the most important social 
contract theorist after Hobbes, forms yet another subtle 
synthesis that ends up making natural law a moral con¬ 
straint on the sorts of social contracts we can legitimately 
produce. As in that of Hobbes, in Locke’s state of nature 
humans have the ability to do whatever they want but 
unlike Hobbes, they do not have the right to do whatever 
they want. Locke writes: 

Yet he has not liberty to destroy himself, or so 
much as any creature in his possession, but 
where some nobler use, than its bare preserva¬ 
tion call for it. The state of nature has a law of 
nature to govern it, which obliges every one: 

And reason, which is that law, teaches all 
mankind, who will but consult it, that being all 
equal and independent, no one ought to harm 
another in his life, health, liberty or possessions. 

For men being all the workmanship of one 
omnipotent and infinitely wise Maker ... they 
are his property ... made to last during his, not 
another’s pleasure. (Locke 1960, p. 271) 
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So we see here that even in the state of nature there is a 
natural law that provides a minimum moral code, 
namely, not to interfere with another’s body, freedom, or 
property, and as Locke later lays out, the natural law also 
provides each person the authority to enforce and punish 
violations of this natural law (the abuse of which leads to 
the need to develop an unbiased state through social con¬ 
tract). 

What is a bit uncertain here is the role of reason and 
God. In one sense, Locke says that reason is the natural 
law, which suggests a kind of prudential characterization, 
but he also says that it is the fact of our being the prop¬ 
erty of God that obliges us not to harm each other, which 
suggest a divine origin of obligation. However, it may be 
that reason teaches us first the moral principle that prop¬ 
erty is sacrosanct and that this principle is what informs 
us that as God’s property we do not have the right to 
harm others. Locke also says that what makes a criminal 
is that he chooses to live by some other rule than reason, 
but then states that reason “is that measure God has set to 
the actions of men, for their mutual security” (Locke 
1960, p. 272). In his constant appeal to reason for deter¬ 
mining the specific obligations the natural law requires of 
us, however, Locke seems to work with the idea that rea¬ 
son both teaches us the content of moral truth instru- 
mentally (we consult it), and is the natural law itself in 
some way. 

With these sort of modifications, revisions, and per¬ 
haps even reversals, it is not surprising that natural law as 
a general ethical theory began to wane and by the eigh¬ 
teenth and nineteenth centuries, concerns about ethical 
theory shifted to debates among social contract theorists, 
skeptics, moral sense theorists, Kantians, and utilitarians. 
While the early social contract theorists still used the lan¬ 
guage of natural law, other philosophers clearly chal¬ 
lenged the language and theory explicitly. 

David Hume (1711-1776) famously maintained that 
it is a simple logical mistake to think you can “derive” a 
moral obligation from a biological or psychological fact 
(the is/ought distinction) and argued that because of the 
divergent definitions of the term “natural” that “nothing 
can be more unphilosophical than those systems which 
assert, that virtue is the same with what is natural, and 
vice with what is unnatural” (2000, pp. 302, 305). 

Immanuel Kant (1724-1804) sought moral obliga¬ 
tion in the realm of pure reason and repudiated any con¬ 
nection of actual contingent human psychology with 
moral truth. He argued in Groundwork of the Metaphysics 
of Morals that 


everyone must grant that a law, if it is to hold 
morally, that is, as a ground of an obligation, 
must carry with it absolute necessity; that, for 
example, the command ‘thou shalt not lie’ does 
not only hold for human beings, as if other 
rational beings did not have to heed it ... ; that, 
therefore, the ground of obligation here must 
not be sought in the nature of the human being 
or in the circumstances of the world in which he 
is placed, but a priori in concepts of pure reason. 
(1997, pp. 2-3) 

It is worth noting, however, that one of Kant’s formula¬ 
tions of the categorical imperative is “Act as if the maxim 
of your action were to become by your will a universal law 
of nature” (p. 31). In spite of this phrasing, this is not nat¬ 
ural law theory. What Kant is talking about is the under¬ 
standing of a law of nature as a Newtonian universal 
regularity and is asking us to consider whether we could 
logically will our maxims to have such a universal charac¬ 
ter. He writes: “The universality of law in accordance with 
which effects take place constitutes what is properly called 
nature in the most general sense ... that is, the existence 
of things insofar as it is determined in accordance with 
universal laws.” (p. 31) and later comments that “We must 
be able to will that a maxim of our action become a uni¬ 
versal law. ... Some actions are so constituted that their 
maxim cannot even be thought without contradiction as 
a universal law of nature” (p. 33). 

John Stuart Mill (1806-1873) criticized the entire 
project of trying to couple morality with nature, arguing 
that virtually all of our actions alter nature in some way 
and that an attempt to imitate nature would have us fol¬ 
low a guide of cruelty (1969, pp. 373-402). Of course, 
Mill here is arguing against the claim that we should look 
to nature in the large sense as a guide to behavior rather 
than specifically paying attention to the narrower concept 
of human nature (something he did pay attention to), 
which indicates how the concept of “nature” as a more 
narrow moral guide was being used by the 1800s. 

Finally, John Austin (1790-1859), the founder of 
modern legal positivism, argued that law 

may be said to be a rule laid down for the guid¬ 
ance of an intelligent being by an intelligent 
being having power over him. ... in the largest 
meaning which it has ... the term law embraces 
the following objects:—Laws set by God to his 
human creatures, and laws set by men to men. 

The whole or a portion of the laws set by God to 
men is frequently styled the law of nature, or 
natural law: being, in truth, the only natural law 
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of which it is possible to speak without a 
metaphor. ... But, rejecting the appellation law 
of nature as ambiguous and misleading, I name 
those laws or rules ... the Divine law, or the law 
of God. (2004, p. 24) 

This command theory of law undermined the position 
that an obligation to act followed from anything other 
than sheer power and thus reduced natural law to noth¬ 
ing more than a confusing way of referring to divine 
command. 

CONTEMPORARY SOURCES 

In the twentieth century there was a revival of interest in 
natural law, as seen in the works of Jacques Maritain, Eliz¬ 
abeth Anscombe, Yves Simon, Ralph Mclnerny, Russell 
Hittinger, Robert George, Peter Geach, Anthony Kenny, 
and Alisdair McIntyre. In large part, the new attention to 
natural law was spurred by the Catholic Church’s teach¬ 
ings on social and moral issues, including Pope Paul Vi’s 
encyclical letter Humanae Vitae (1968), which drew on 
Aquinas’s moral theories to condemn artificial birth con¬ 
trol. Prominent among the theological and philosophical 
defenders of the church’s natural law teaching on contra¬ 
ception, abortion, homosexuality, and healthcare 
(though not necessarily following in the Thomistic tradi¬ 
tion) were Germain Grisez and John Finnis. Grisez pub¬ 
lished an influential commentary on Aquinas’s natural 
law system in 1965, which inspired John Finnis’s work, 
culminating in Natural Law and Natural Rights (1980). 

The heart of that book is Finnis’s list of basic human 
goods, including life, knowledge, play, aesthetic experi¬ 
ence, sociability (friendship), practical reasonableness 
(intelligently choosing and affecting one’s own life), and 
religion (concern with transcendence) (1980, pp. 85-90). 
These are not moral goods, but more basically goods-for- 
us. It is our fundamental and self-evident awareness of 
these basic goods that creates moral choices for us—what 
are we to do? How are we to use our practical reasonable¬ 
ness to decide what to do? Finnis then attempts to use a 
“natural law method” of ethics, while still only using 
modern (presumably not natural law) terminology, to 
show purely through logic and other self-evident truths 
what we ought to do (p. 103). He argues for a set of basic 
requirements of practical reasonableness, which include a 
coherent, rational plan for our lives, no arbitrary prefer¬ 
ences among either the basic goods or among persons, 
detachment and commitment, choosing efficient meth¬ 
ods to achieve good, a limited attention to preference sat¬ 
isfaction (excluding such things as theft and murder), 
seeking the common good, following conscience, and 


perhaps the most controversial principle, “one should not 
choose to do any act which of itself does nothing but 
damage or impede a realization or participation of any 
one or more of the basic forms of human good.” (p. 118). 

It is this latter principle that Finnis believes rules out 
any consequentialist reasoning. Consequentialist ethics, 
he argues, is irrational because goods cannot possibly be 
measured, and therefore the ends never justify the means 
where the means includes damaging a basic good. Once 
he rules out consequentialism, the principle that a basic 
good cannot be impeded is “self-evident” and the moral 
rule can be summarized as “Do not choose directly 
against a basic value” (pp. 119, 123). This formulation of 
natural law begins with empirical claims about what 
things it is in our nature to value and then logically tries 
to come to our obligations. However, with no legislator to 
provide the traditional source of obligation (such as 
Suarez’s and Pufendorf’s God) there remains the ques¬ 
tion of whether this theory is actually a natural law the¬ 
ory. Finnis himself tells us that, like scientific laws, which 
are actually only metaphorically laws, “‘Natural law’—the 
set of principles of practical reasonableness in ordering 
human life and human community—is only analogically 
law” (p. 280). 

Finnis seems to think that reason by itself provides 
obligation, but it is not clear how this is supposed to 
occur. Reason can help us discover what desired ends we 
find in our psychological constitutions and can help us 
determine instrumentally how to achieve those ends, but 
how does reason create an obligation to pursue any end? 

This question of whether their theory is properly 
called natural law theory also follows the most prominent 
twentieth century legal theorists. Lon Fuller (1964) 
describes a set of eight requirements that civil law must 
meet in order to be considered genuine law—require¬ 
ments such as generality, noncontradictoriness, and non¬ 
retroactivity. In this, he is appealing to a set of objective 
conditions that one may subject civil laws to as a test for 
true lawfulness, but he emphasizes that this test is proce¬ 
dural rather than substantive (Bix 1996). Ronald 
Dworkin (1967, 1986) argues that principles of values 
always govern how we produce and interpret civil laws, 
and so there is no fundamental separation of the realms 
of law and morality, but this could be essentially a 
descriptive claim and does not imply that there is a self- 
evident objective moral order to which civil laws must 
adhere in order to provide obligations. It is perhaps pri¬ 
marily in the sense of providing opposition to legal posi¬ 
tivism that these theories are classified as natural law 
theories. 
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CONNECTIONS TO OTHER ETHICAL 
THEORIES 

While natural law is its own set of theories, the differences 
between it and other ethical theories are often exagger¬ 
ated and oversimplified. There are significant connec¬ 
tions and shared assumptions. For example, although 
Kant explicitly rejects appealing to empirical facts about 
human nature to determine the moral law, he begins his 
moral philosophy with a teleological principle widely 
held by natural law theorists, stating in Groundwork that 
“in the natural constitution of an organized being ... we 
assume as a principle that there will be found in it no 
instrument for some end other than what is also most 
appropriate to that end and best adapted to it” (p. 8). 
Unlike natural lawyers, however, he concludes from this 
that the job of reason cannot be to produce happiness, 
because instinct would best accomplish that. Instead, rea¬ 
son’s purpose is to produce a good will. Kant does con¬ 
nect nature and law through teleology though by 
claiming in Idea for a Universal History from a Cosmopoli¬ 
tan Point of View that “If we gave up this fundamental 
principle, we no longer have a lawful but an aimless 
course of nature” (1963, p. 13), and concluding that “The 
greatest problem for the human race, to the solution of 
which Nature drives man, Is the achievement of a univer¬ 
sal civic society which administers law among men” (p. 
16). In view of these commitments, it might be said that 
Kant shares with the Stoics a view of the metaphysical and 
epistemological aspects of the natural law, but not the 
essential moral aspects. 

Mill, for all his criticisms of the use of the term “nat¬ 
ural” in moral theory (Nature), is as quick as a natural law 
theorist to point to empirical facts about human psychol¬ 
ogy: 

The only proof capable of being given that an 
object is visible, is that people actually see it ... 
the sole evidence it is possible to produce that 
anything is desirable, is that people do actually 
desire it... No reason can be given why the gen¬ 
eral happiness is desirable, except that each per¬ 
son, so far as he believes it to be attainable, 
desires his own happiness. (1998, p. 168) 

He is quick also to appeal to our consciences as guides: 
“The internal sanction of duty ... is one and the same— 
a feeling in our mind; a pain, more or less intense, atten¬ 
dant on violation of duty. ... This feeling, when 
disinterested ... is the essence of Conscience” (p. 161). 

And of course, given the natural law emphasis on the 
pursuit of happiness, the importance of developing char¬ 


acter traits which lend themselves to happiness and flour¬ 
ishing, the fundamental desire for self-preservation, 
the practical need to interact with others, and the 
ability to apprehend our obligations through internal 
self-observation, we see strong shared assumptions with 
virtue theory, social contract theory, and intuitionism. 

PROBLEMS FOR NATURAL LAW 

As seen through its historical development, the primary 
arguments for natural law have been that it is warranted 
theologically, that nature or human nature somehow 
imply that we should act in certain ways, that reason itself 
simply shows us the self-evident truth of natural law, and 
that it is necessarily practical that we act in certain ways 
given our nature. Criticisms have been leveled against 
these arguments and other aspects of natural law theory. 

First, concerns about religion: If natural law theory 
relies on the existence of God, then proof of God must be 
forthcoming before we can move on to moral meta¬ 
physics—a complicated task. However, this point would 
only obviously apply to those versions of natural law 
which require God for moral obligation and some ver¬ 
sions of natural law do not make this assumption. Prob¬ 
lems do arise, though for relating natural law to divine 
command theory. For example, if, as Grotius argues, 
innate human traits have been directly willed in to us by 
God, then God’s will is the source of moral obligation and 
thus natural law may be only a thin technical layer 
between human obligation and divine command theory. 
If, as Aquinas seems to think, some sort of natural law 
would proceed automatically from whatever world God 
created, irrespective of God’s will, then this sort of moral 
relationship seems to be at least as fundamental and nec¬ 
essary as God—a point about which voluntarists are con¬ 
cerned. 

Philip Quinn (2000), for example, actually empha¬ 
sizes the divine command elements of Aquinas’s thought, 
arguing that the Summa’s exoneration of Abraham in the 
sacrifice of Isaac story (Summa, Part 2, Part 1, Question 
100, Answer 8, Reply 3) shows that Aquinas believed “the 
slaying of Isaac by Abraham, which would be wrong in 
the absence of the divine command, will not be wrong in 
its presence if Abraham obeys it” (p. 62). The issue is fun¬ 
damentally about whether natural moral obligations are 
products of pure reason, and whether this implies there is 
some truth or reality that does not depend entirely on 
God. 

Second, concerns about relativism: Just as voluntarist 
divine command theory is often seen as a type of moral 
relativism because God could (in some views at least) 
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have made anything a moral obligation, the apparent nat¬ 
ural law assumption that morality depends on the actual 
contingent facts of biology and psychology seems to 
make morality relative to species (rather than culture or 
the individual, as traditional relativisms argue). This is 
not a practical problem for determining obligations when 
there is only one sapient species to consider, but for ethi- 
cists such as Kant, morality could only be said to be truly 
objective if it was necessary for all possible rational 
beings. 

Third, concerns about is and ought: Hume pointed 
out that many attempts at moral philosophy make a near- 
imperceptible shift from the way things are to the way 
things should be—a move that logically requires con¬ 
necting premises often not given (Hume 2000, p. 302). 
This criticism has been analyzed at great length (Hudson 
1969). Natural law may be an attempt to breach the 
is/ought divide, but historically it often either does noth¬ 
ing to supply the connection, or supplies it arbitrarily, or 
tries to supply the connection simply by appealing to rea¬ 
son. It is unclear, however, how reason is supposed to pro¬ 
duce moral obligation. It may be true, for example, that 
choosing a short-term pleasure over a long-term basic 
good interferes with comprehensive happiness, and thus 
may in one sense be called unreasonable or irrational. But 
this sense of “unreasonable” is more a matter of acknowl¬ 
edging empirical constraints on what will actually satisfy 
our desires, health, or continued existence rather than 
serving as any sort of logical proof of a moral obligation. 

Instrumentally, reason can help us to satisfy the 
desires and inclinations we do in fact naturally have, but 
it is not clear how reason is supposed to indicate that we 
should try to satisfy them. There is nothing formally 
illogical about not satisfying desires we have or securing 
our own health and happiness. For versions of natural 
law that retain God as a moral lawmaker, this problem 
seems to be avoided because obligation can been seen in 
a positivist sense as legislated—but then this Ockamist or 
Austinian approach returns us to the problem of whether 
natural law simply reduces to divine command theory. 

Fourth, concerns about the goodness of nature: 
There is the assumption in natural law that human nature 
is fundamentally good (even though flawed), which legit¬ 
imates our appeal to it. This is an inheritance of Christian 
theology, even for those versions of natural law that argue 
for no dependence on God. Other explanations, less com¬ 
mitted to design and eternal law formulations of the 
world’s development, see aspects of human nature as 
more adventitious and thus less morally authoritative. 
Human traits are not necessarily here because they are 


supposed to be but because they survived. As a result, 
many inherent traits may be prone to producing what we 
think of as evil acts and ends. As Mill writes in “Nature”: 
With regard to this particular hypothesis, that all 
natural impulses, all propensities sufficiently 
universal and sufficiently spontaneous to be 
capable of passing for instincts, must exist for 
good ends ... this is of course true of the major¬ 
ity of them, for the species could not have con¬ 
tinued to exist unless most of its inclinations 
had been directed to things needful or useful for 
its preservation. But unless the instincts can be 
reduced to a very small number indeed, it must 
be allowed that we have also bad instincts which 
it should be the aim of education not simply to 
regulate, but to extirpate. ... among them one 
which they call destructiveness: an instinct to 
destroy for destruction’s sake. I can conceive no 
good reason for preserving this. (p. 398) 

Fifth, and related to the fourth, concerns about best 
explanation: One of the key purposes of natural law 
ethics, particularly in its modern versions, is to oppose 
the idea that there is no human nature, or that human 
nature is so widely divergent that no cultural or moral 
norms can be said to be better or worse than any other. In 
this sense, natural law is opposed to cultural moral rela¬ 
tivism, behaviorist environmental determinism, and 
postmodern social constructivism. However, natural law 
is not the only theory that holds there is a human nature, 
that can produce a list of basic human goods, pays atten¬ 
tion to biology and psychology, and opposes relativism. 
To some extent Rawlsian contractarianism does this, but 
in a way even more related to natural law, evolutionary 
ethics does as well. 

Evolutionary ethics can take seriously the claim that 
the moral law is “written on our hearts” and that we only 
need our conscience to apprehend it. As Grotius defended 
the existence of the natural law by pointing to widespread 
regularities in moral beliefs (1957, pp. 25-26), evolution¬ 
ary theorists defend the existence of an evolved moral 
sense, which explains cross-cultural similarity in moral 
emotions such as guilt and shame, and cross-culturally 
widespread moral restrictions on murder, betrayal, and 
sexual infidelity. But there is a difference. 

Just as evolutionary theory covered much of the 
same territory as the argument from Design for the exis¬ 
tence of God, but could explain both complexity and the 
existence of “imperfections” such as vestigial organs (hav¬ 
ing given up a perfect designer and therefore eliminating 
any expectation of perfect design), evolutionary ethics 
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can explain both the widespread facts of human cooper¬ 
ation and widespread selfish violations of moral norms 
(having given up a perfect moral inculcator and therefore 
eliminating any expectation of perfect moral inculca¬ 
tion). 

Even for nonreligious versions of the natural law, 
there remains the idea that our consciences and innate 
natures are essentially good and trustworthy and thus 
have some difficulty explaining why warmongering, mur¬ 
der, lying, addiction, and rape are both so self-evidently 
bad and so persistent. It seems to some then that evolu¬ 
tionary ethics does a better job of explaining human 
moral nature and human immoral nature. Of course, 
evolutionary ethics is at heart descriptive, arguing that 
moral attitudes are simply what have been successful at 
replication over time and not that they represent any 
objective moral truth (anymore than our bodies reflect 
imperfectly some infallible objective body). This is indeed 
a disadvantage if one is in search of moral prescriptions, 
but evolutionary ethicists can attempt moral prescription 
as well, having at first glance no lesser or greater obstacle 
to overcome in moving from facts to obligations than 
natural law theorists (Rachels 2000). 

CONTEMPORARY STANDING 

Natural law theory is still active as an applied ethics 
(forming as it does the foundation of the Catholic 
Church’s moral philosophy). It is also still active in some 
academic investigations, generating numerous titles each 
year in ethics and legal philosophy. It is safe to say, how¬ 
ever, that it is a minority position in mainstream aca¬ 
demic ethics, at least in its traditional form, and typically 
appeals mostly to ethicists of particular religious bents. 
However, the descendants (or perhaps distant cousins?) 
of natural law theory thrive in the form of natural rights 
or human rights theory, which form the backbone of 
much of the world’s international moral discourse—par¬ 
ticularly when criticizing a particular state’s or culture’s 
practices. Practically speaking, though, much of the rhet¬ 
oric concerning natural law in its more explicit and nar¬ 
row sense (in appeals to naturalness and unnaturalness) 
is spent on ethical issues of sexuality and reproduction, 
leading some critics to claim that debates over sexual 
morality are actually the last stand for popular traditional 
natural law appeals (Mohr 2005, pp. 122-123). 

See also Anscombe, Gertrude Elizabeth Margaret; Aristo¬ 
tle; Augustine, St.; Austin, John; Bonaventure, St.; 

Carneades; Cicero, Marcus Tullius; Consequentialism; 

Duns Scotus, John; Dworkin, Ronald; Gregory of Rim¬ 


ini; Grotius, Hugo; Heraclitus of Ephesus; Hobbes, 
Thomas; Hume, David; Kant, Immanuel; Laws of 
Nature; Legal Positivism; Locke, John; Logos; Maritain, 
Jacques; Medieval Philosophy; Mill, John Stuart; Moral 
Realism; Peace, War, and Philosophy; Philosophy of 
Law, History of; Philosophy of Law, Problems of; Plato; 
Pufendorf, Samuel von; Rawls, John; Rights; Social 
Contract; Socrates; Sophists; Stoicism; Suarez, Fran¬ 
cisco; Thomas Aquinas, St.; Thomism; William of Ock¬ 
ham; Zeno of Citium. 
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NATURAL SELECTION 

See Evolutionary Theory 

NATURE, PHILOSOPHICAL 
IDEAS OF 

In its widest sense “nature” can mean “the totality of 
things,” all that would have to appear in an inventory of 
the universe. It can also refer to the laws and principles of 
structure by which the behavior of things may be 
explained. These two senses cannot be kept independent 
of each other at any sophisticated level of inquiry, for to 
state in any of the sciences what an entity is involves 
describing what it does, its patterns of activity or behav¬ 
ior, and the activity of its constituent elements, as far as 
they can be known and subsumed under laws. 

In a particular philosophical context the sense in 
which nature is being used can be brought out most 
clearly by insisting upon the question “What is nature (or 
the natural) being contrasted with in this context?” In one 
group of cases the natural is contrasted with the artificial 
or conventional. This contrast requires some conception 
of how the object or organism would behave by reason of 
its immanent causality alone, the causal factors that are 
peculiar to that type of thing and make it whatever it is— 
a stone, a fish, or a man. The artificial and conventional 
are seen as interferences, modifying by an alien causality 
the characteristic patterns of behavior. In the sphere of 
human nature this distinction is at the center of an 
ancient and continuing controversy, for it is by no means 
easy—if, indeed, possible—to delineate a human nature 
free of interferences, left to itself. Organism and environ¬ 
ment, individual and cultural climate, are in ceaseless 
interplay. An activity (like moral evaluation or social 
organization) that seems to some theorists on the “con- 
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vention side” of the boundary may be represented by oth¬ 
ers, with no less reason, as a development of natural 
potentialities. The controversy is further complicated by 
the intrusion of evaluative nuances in the distinction 
itself, so that the natural, for instance, may come to be 
more highly esteemed than the artificial and conven¬ 
tional, as the spontaneous or the basic is contrasted with 
the labored and derivative. The preference may be 
reversed, however; the natural can be taken as the mere 
raw material, the unfinished and preparatory, requiring 
artifice to complete and crown it. 

In some contexts man is contrasted with nature; in 
others he is taken as part of nature. The difference is not 
trivially linguistic. To set man against nature is to empha¬ 
size his distinctiveness—his rationality, creativity, and 
freedom. But it may also support an unwarranted and 
distorting anthropocentricity. To count man as part and 
parcel of nature emphasizes the continuity of the human, 
animal, organic, and inorganic worlds and suggests that 
human behavior may be amenable to the same kinds of 
investigation that are effective in studying other domains 
of nature. Similarities as well as differences can be exag¬ 
gerated, however, and overfacile generalizations can be 
made from the behavior, say, of rats to human behavior. 
Human distinctiveness and complexity may be over¬ 
looked in a tempting reductive analysis like that of behav¬ 
iorism. 

In still other contexts the natural world, man 
included, is contrasted with the supernatural. In part at 
least, the idea of the supernatural has tended to be con¬ 
structed from allegedly miraculous events, events that, it 
is claimed, the power and laws of nature could not bring 
about. (There can be also an a priori element in the 
grounding of belief in the supernatural. Belief in a tran¬ 
scendent creator-God, who may be himself the subject of 
a priori proofs, implies the belief that nature’s laws and 
processes can be overruled.) 

It is anything but easy, however, to elaborate coher¬ 
ently the nature-supernature distinction. Crucial to it is 
the claim that we can distinguish what lies within the 
capacities of nature from what lies beyond them. Our 
knowledge of nature’s powers and laws is itself derived 
from our experience and observation of events. What we 
judge to be possible depends upon what we have reason 
to believe actually occurs or has occurred. When we 
assemble the experiences out of which we are to construct 
these judgments about the possible, what shall we do with 
the happenings that, eventually, we wish to label miracu¬ 
lous? To exclude them would be to imply that we already 
know what nature’s powers are, that there are criteria 


prior to experience by which we interpret our observa¬ 
tions. But to include them makes it impossible for us to 
treat them later as miraculous exceptions to natural laws. 

Certainly, it is not legitimate to move from saying, 
“This event is inexplicable in terms of our scientific 
knowledge of nature,” to saying, “This event must be a 
supernatural intervention.” The scientist is by no means 
committed to claiming that he has at any particular 
moment the concepts and theories adequate for every 
explanatory task. He is constantly revising and adding to 
these. We are not, therefore, forced to conclude that an 
event has a supernatural source on the grounds that it is 
inexplicable or anomalous in terms of present-day sci¬ 
ence. Indeed, it is only with the help of an independently 
established set of beliefs about God that one could plau¬ 
sibly interpret an event as supernatural. (See P. H. Now¬ 
ell-Smith, “Miracles,” in A. G. N. Flew and A. MacIntyre, 
eds., New Essays in Philosophical Theology, New York, 
1955; and A. G. N. Flew, Hume’s Philosophy of Belief, Lon¬ 
don, 1961.) 

Although it has been implied above that God must 
be conceived in contradistinction to nature, this is true 
only if God is transcendent, not immanent (or, if imma¬ 
nent, then transcendent as well). In a pantheistic view if 
nature may be distinguished from God, it is only as dif¬ 
ferent views or aspects of one and the same reality. 

HISTORICAL TRANSFORMATIONS 

The history of philosophical ideas of nature almost coin¬ 
cides with the history of philosophy itself. Where a phi¬ 
losophy is at all systematic, even if it is avowedly 
antimetaphysical, it cannot avoid stating or implying 
some interpretation of nature. This makes it impossible 
to compress the history of these interpretations into one 
entry. The comments that follow are thus no more than 
indications that the philosophers named made significant 
contributions to the development of the idea. 

When the Ionian pre-Socratic philosophers asked, 
“What is nature?” they assumed that the question 
demanded an answer in terms of a primitive substance or 
substances out of which the world is constructed. One of 
the more reasonable answers was that of Anaximander, 
who claimed that the ultimate world stuff must be inde¬ 
terminate and indefinite (apeiron) and could not be iden¬ 
tified with familiar stuffs like water, air, and so on. But 
although plausible, Anaximander’s answer was also 
unhelpful precisely because the apeiron lacked all deter¬ 
minateness and explanatory power. Far more fruitful was 
the Pythagorean concern not primarily with the question 
“What is nature made from?” but with “What is its struc- 
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ture?” where “structure” means geometrical form. We 
need to know only that the constituents of the world are 
able to receive mathematically describable form, and the 
way is opened for investigating how natural objects are 
related, in detail, to their underlying geometrical struc¬ 
ture. 

To Plato the possibility of knowledge of nature (or of 
the natures of things) rests on the intelligibility of the 
Forms that things imitate (or in which they participate). 
The creation story in the Timaeus (which came to have 
enormous influence) represents God and the Forms as 
distinct from each other, the spatiotemporal world— 
mutable nature—being created after the model of the 
eternally unchanging Forms. It is a world necessarily defi¬ 
cient in important respects; the very existence of time 
makes it unstable and incomplete. On the other hand, it 
is the product of a divine creativity. God in his goodness 
does not withhold being from anything that might exist, 
and thus nature displays his fecundity. Here is the initial 
statement of the vision of nature as a great chain, or lad¬ 
der, of being. 

Aristotle’s Unmoved Mover stands to nature as its 
final or teleological cause, inspiring nature to imitate the 
divine activity as far as its various constituents are able. 
Particular things, therefore, are seen as striving to realize 
their appropriate forms, and in so doing, they realize their 
own natures. Underlying this view of nature is a clear 
analogy with biological growth. 

To Christian thinkers the primary distinction has, of 
course, been between the underivative creativity of God 
and the derivativeness and dependence of nature. Augus¬ 
tine, for instance, contrasts the divine “first cause that 
causes all and is not caused itself” with “the other causes” 
(the world of nature) that “both cause and are caused” 
(created spirits) or are primarily passive effects, corporeal 
causes ( City of God V, 9). This does not preclude a wider 
use in which mutable spatiotemporal nature is contrasted 
with divine nature, “the Nature which is immutable is 
called Creator” ( Epistolae , 18, Sec. 2). In Thomas Aquinas, 
too, God can be called natura naturans and the contrast 
made with natura naturata, the creating contrasted with 
the created nature ( Summa Theologiae Ila-IIae, 85, 6). 

It was the Pythagorean-Platonic strand in philoso¬ 
phy of nature that furthered and came to dominate the 
rise of modern science. In Johannes Kepler, for example, 
nature appears as the realm of the quantitative, a realm 
amenable to mathematical study and, indeed, to more 
precise study than ancient philosophy ever demonstrated. 
Such a view of nature could coexist with a religious inter¬ 


pretation of things, for the mathematical structure could 
be taken as supplied and sustained by the mind of God. 

Although in one way the growth of a mathematical 
science promised most impressively to unify nature by 
bringing widely diversified phenomena under laws, in 
another way it produced new problems about the relation 
of man to his world, problems that led to various 
dualisms—bifurcations of nature—such as Rene 
Descartes’s. Those aspects of our experience that were not 
amenable to exact measurement were no longer to be 
identified with objectively real, accurately cognized fea¬ 
tures of the world. The measurable qualities were pri¬ 
mary, the rest secondary, qualities—colors, sounds, tastes, 
and the like. Although materialist metaphysics boldly 
attempted (and still attempts) to reunite nature and man 
by describing the full range of his perceptual, moral, and 
imaginative life in terms of matter and motion, in a writer 
like Thomas Hobbes, for example, such explanations 
were only promissory notes. A great deal of development 
in physiology had to occur before the details of the mech¬ 
anisms involved could be conjectured with any real plau¬ 
sibility. 

Descartes gave the world of mind distinct ontologi¬ 
cal status alongside corporeal nature. Although this dual¬ 
ism saved mind from loss of reality or reduction to the 
nonmental, it introduced the problem, unsolvable in 
Cartesian terms, of how this bifurcated nature can yet be 
one, how the processes of mind and of matter can 
impinge on each other. The philosophies of nature in 
Benedict de Spinoza and Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz both 
try strenuously to deal with this problem. Spinoza affirms 
a monistic and pantheistic position ( Deus sive natura), 
but the dualism breaks out again in the inexplicable rela¬ 
tion between extension and thought—a dualism not of 
substances but of attributes. In Leibniz’s pluralist world 
the relation between material and mental aspects of mon¬ 
ads is no more intelligible. 

George Berkeley’s account of nature involves a radi¬ 
cal criticism and rejection of the notion of material sub¬ 
stance. Our experience could, he argued, be explained 
simply in terms of minds and their ideas, including, cru¬ 
cially, the divine mind, in which the totality of sensible 
things exists. 

In the philosophy of Immanuel Kant the burden of 
creativity further shifts to the human percipient. If we ask 
Kant why nature presents to us the persistent basic struc¬ 
ture that it does present (such as the ubiquity of cause- 
effect relations and the spatiotemporal nature of all 
experience), his answer is that we are here dealing with 
the inescapable conditions for any experience of nature at 
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all because “the understanding is itself the source of the 
laws of nature” (Critique of Pure Reason, A 127). The nat¬ 
ural world, in the sense of the totality of things, is not in 
Kant’s view a given whole, not an object of knowledge; for 
instance, whether we try to show that the world is finite 
or infinite, our thought runs into an impasse. 

In G. W. F. Hegel the dominant language is of devel¬ 
opment, nisus, toward the realization of Absolute Spirit, 
the end for which nature exists. Necessary transitions, 
logical rather than temporal, are made from level to level, 
from nature as inert matter with its externality to life, 
consciousness, the inwardness of spirit. Subsequent 
philosophies of nature, however, like those of Henri Berg¬ 
son, Samuel Alexander, and A. N. Whitehead, were 
avowedly evolutionary, understandably so in an age that 
saw rapid development of the biological sciences, partic¬ 
ularly biological evolutionary theory, and that had a new 
historical consciousness of human existence. Alexander 
saw the evolutionary process as the continuing “emer¬ 
gence” of the qualitatively new: God was to be conceived 
not as the initial creator or sustainer of nature but as the 
extrapolation of the evolutionary process to an ideal 
limit. 

Theories involving a life force or other speculative, 
teleological accounts of nature have been strenuously 
opposed by various forms of materialism and antimeta¬ 
physical positivism. 

USE OF ANALOGIES. Successive conceptions of nature 
(like conceptions of the state) can be seen as a procession 
of images or controlling analogies. Dominant in Greek 
cosmology, for instance, was the image of nature as suf¬ 
fused with life and intelligence, like a living and growing 
organism. At the opposite pole, as in some seventeenth- 
and eighteenth-century cosmologies, nature is pure 
machine, directed from without by the divine intelli¬ 
gence. Or, again, nature is neither permeated by mind nor 
is it a mechanism in the hand of its Mechanic; it is a self¬ 
transforming system, essentially temporal, whose devel¬ 
opment is best understood through the analogies of 
biological evolution or human history. To make explicit 
the guiding analogy is an important step in appraising an 
account of nature. For example, it is a standing tempta¬ 
tion for a philosopher who is working out such an 
account to overextend an explanatory principle that is 
proving dramatically fruitful in some limited area of 
investigation to make it seem to cover nature as the total¬ 
ity of things and processes. 


NATURE AS NORM 

Corresponding to different philosophies of nature are 
markedly different answers to questions about the rela¬ 
tion of nature to value: Can values be in any way derived 
from descriptions of nature? does nature set any norms 
for man? can appeals to nature and the natural properly 
settle moral or aesthetic perplexities? Various answers to 
these questions have been suggested in naturalistic ethical 
theories and in discussion of the naturalistic fallacy. 

If, on the one hand, nature is seen as irreducibly 
complex, the theater not of a simple cosmic process but 
of countless and diverse processes, and if these processes 
have produced mind but are not themselves guided by 
intelligence, then there will be little plausibility in arguing 
directly from “natural” to “good” or “obligatory.” 

On the other hand, where nature is taken as created 
by a wholly good, wise, and omnipotent deity, to be nat¬ 
ural is prima facie, to be worthy of being created by such 
a deity. But the existence of evil, however accounted for, 
makes the inference, even in this context, unreliable. The 
natural man may now be contrasted with the regenerate 
man, and “natural” thus come to have a depreciatory 
sense. Alternatively, the sinful can be held as unnatural— 
that is, as perverting the divinely appointed course of 
nature. The question “What is natural?” cannot now, 
however, be answered from a simple inspection of what 
actually happens in the world. 

HISTORICAL EXAMPLES. The demand that we should 
follow nature occurs in a wide variety of ethical theories, 
not only in Christianity. It was against an ethic of follow¬ 
ing nature that J. S. Mill eloquently argued in his “Essay 
on Nature” (in Three Essays). To Mill nature means either 
(1) “the sum of all phenomena, together with the causes 
which produce them” or (2) those phenomena that take 
place “without the agency ... of man.” Which of these 
senses can be intended when someone is enjoined to fol¬ 
low nature or when some act is condemned as unnatural? 
In the first sense every action is natural; no ground is 
given for discrimination between alternative courses. But 
is the second sense more helpful? “For while human 
action cannot help conforming to Nature in the one 
meaning of the term, the very aim and object of action is 
to alter and improve Nature in the other meaning.” 
Behind the injunction to follow nature lies a dim belief 
that “the general scheme of nature is a model for us to 
imitate.” Look at nature in some detail, however. Its 
processes are quite indifferent to value and desert. 
“Nearly all the things which men are hanged or impris¬ 
oned for doing to one another, are nature’s every day per- 
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formances.” Even if it were true that some good ends were 
ultimately and obscurely served and realized by nature’s 
processes, that would give no license to men to follow 
nature as a moral exemplar (to “torture because nature 
tortures,” for example). 

In any case, Mill argues, the presence of evil and 
indifference to value in nature cannot be reconciled with 
theistic claims about the omnipotence and perfect good¬ 
ness of God. It is nonsense to argue that such a God has 
to bend to stubborn necessities since he “himself makes 
the necessity which he bends to.” 

With regard to human nature, as with nature at large, 
Mill’s imperative is “not to follow but to amend it.” 
Morality cannot be founded on instinct but on a strenu¬ 
ously achieved victory over instinct, as courage is a vic¬ 
tory over fear. Similar views are found in T. H. Huxley and 
even, with important qualifications, in the later Sigmund 
Freud. 

Philosophical views of nature can be relevant to 
problems of evaluation in much more complex ways than 
we have thus far noted. One’s conception of how man is 
related to the rest of the natural world may help to deter¬ 
mine—in conjunction with many other factors—one’s 
sense of the importance or unimportance of human life, 
the roles judged reasonable and unreasonable for men to 
adopt. Here are some historical examples. 

Did a geocentric astronomy give a uniquely privi¬ 
leged place to Earth and to humanity? The symbolism 
was ambiguous; to be in the center was certainly to be the 
focus of the cosmic drama of fall and redemption. “Man 
is but earth,” said John Donne. “’Tis true; but earth is the 
centre” (“Sermon Preached at St. Paul’s, Christmas Day, 
1627”). Yet the center, the sublunary region, was never¬ 
theless the humblest position, the realm of mutability, in 
contrast to the unchanging heavens. The shift to a helio¬ 
centric view was not, therefore, a catastrophic and disori¬ 
enting demotion. It could be seen as an equally effective 
symbolic expression of creatureliness, Earth being placed 
in a proper subordination to the sun (for example, see 
Nicolas Copernicus and Kepler). “The sun, seated on his 
royal throne, [does] guide his family of planets” (Kepler, 
De Revolutionibus, Book I, Ch. 10). 

A far more radical shift in sixteenth- and 
seventeenth-century cosmology was the move toward 
acceptance of the universe as infinite and with that the 
obliterating of a locatable center or circumference. But 
this view, which, in fact, had no effective scientific back¬ 
ing, was largely a late development of the metaphysical 
Platonic idea of God’s infinite fecundity, a view that also 


guaranteed humanity a position of dignity in the ladder 
of being (see A. O. Lovejoy, The Great Chain of Being, Ch. 
4). This well shows how (at least in a period of metaphys¬ 
ical confidence) the importance or unimportance of man 
has not been a matter of attempted inference from obser¬ 
vations of nature alone. 

The same point can also be illustrated from six¬ 
teenth- and seventeenth-century arguments about the 
alleged “cosmic fall.” If nature is inclement and hostile, 
this is because nature participated in the effects of man’s 
fall into sin. It follows that the proper, God-intended des¬ 
tiny of man cannot be found in this fallen nature; it must 
be discovered in the revealed word of God. 

More generally, reference to man’s place in nature, 
for instance to his physical minuteness, could be used to 
depreciate the quest for “worldly” glory as a preparation 
for spiritual discipline. “Who can be great,” asked Drum¬ 
mond of Hawthornden, “on so small a Round as is this 
Earth?” And Blaise Pascal asked: “Quest ce qu’un homme 
dans l’infini?” (“What is a man in face of the infinite?”). 
The vastness of nature could equally well be taken as evi¬ 
dence of man’s importance in God’s eyes; for on inde¬ 
pendent theological grounds the whole of nature could 
be seen as primarily a dwelling place for man. As Pierre de 
la Primaudaye expressed it, “I cannot marvell enough at 
the excellencie of Man, for whom all these things were 
created and are maintained.” Most of these arguments, 
with their ingredients capable of endless variation, 
assume that “in order to form a correct estimate of our¬ 
selves we must consider the results of the investigations 
... into the dimensions and distances of the spheres and 
stars” (Maimonides)— mutatis mutandis for later cos¬ 
mologies. 

In sharp contrast, at a time when there is little or no 
metaphysical and theological confidence and when deriv¬ 
ing value judgments from statements of fact is deemed 
logically impossible, it is tempting to deny that accounts 
of nature can have any bearing on problems of value. F. P. 
Ramsey wrote: “My picture of the world is drawn in per¬ 
spective, and not like a model to scale. The foreground is 
occupied by human beings, and the stars are all as small 
as threepenny bits” ( Foundations of Mathematics). It is 
possible to make one’s judgments about the value of 
human life independently of cosmic reflections and then 
to adopt an imaginative picture of the natural world that 
harmonizes rather than conflicts with that evaluation. 
There can be no logical or philosophical objections to 
that as long as one realizes exactly what is being done. 
Such an imaginative exercise, however, must be distin¬ 
guished from a thoroughgoing anthropocentric philoso- 
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phy of nature, and Ramsey himself has been criticized for 
falling into exactly that (see J. J. C. Smart, Philosophy and 
Scientific Realism, New York, 1963, p. 25). For Ramsey 
went on to say: “I don’t really believe in astronomy, except 
as a complicated description of human ... and possibly 
animal sensation.” 

It is worth noting, finally, that arguments about aes¬ 
thetic judgments have also relied on the vocabulary of 
nature and natural and relied on it in many differing and 
conflicting ways. Presenting or being true to nature has 
sometimes meant the faithful mirroring of the empirical 
world or the pursuit of the ideal type or the pursuit of the 
average type or a concern with whatever has not been 
modified by man (see A. O. Lovejoy, Essays in the History 
of Ideas, “Nature as Aesthetic Norm”). Works of art have 
been commended as sharing the characteristics of nature 
through being regularly patterned (compare to nature’s 
mathematical intelligibility), through being rich in con¬ 
tent, or through being austerely simple. To be natural can 
be to show spontaneity, to be unfettered by artificial rules, 
to reach toward the unspoiled and primitive. Where there 
is such extraordinary conflict of senses, only a scrutiny of 
the context can determine what criteria are being applied 
in any particular case, and a writer who is aware of this 
web of ambiguities in “natural” and “nature” may well 
decide to choose—wherever possible—words of greater 
precision and stability of meaning. 

See also Aesthetic Judgment; Alexander, Samuel; Anaxi¬ 
mander; Augustine, St.; Bergson, Henri; Berkeley, 
George; Copernicus, Nicolas; Cosmology; Descartes, 
Rene; Hegel, Georg Wilhelm Friedrich; Hobbes, 
Thomas; Kant, Immanuel; Kepler, Johannes; Laws of 
Nature; Leibniz, Gottfried Wilhelm; Lovejoy, Arthur 
Oncken; Maimonides; Mill, John Stuart; Natural Law; 
Pascal, Blaise; Plato; Ramsey, Frank Plumpton; Smart, 
John Jamieson Carswell; Spinoza, Benedict (Baruch) 
de; Thomas Aquinas, St.; Whitehead, Alfred North. 
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NEGATION 

Negation, or denial, is the opposite of affirmation. It may 
be something that somebody does (“I deny what you have 
said”) or the answer “No” to a question, but its full 
expression is generally a sentence. One sentence or state¬ 
ment may be the negation or denial of another, or we may 
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call a statement simply a negation, or a negative state¬ 
ment, as opposed to an affirmative one, or affirmation. A 
negation in the last sense will contain some sign of nega¬ 
tion, such as the “not” in “Grass is not pink” or “Not all 
leaves are green,” the “no” in “No Christians are commu¬ 
nists,” or the phrase “it is not the case that” in “It is not the 
case that grass is pink.” The negation of a sentence may 
simply be the same sentence with “it is not the case that” 
prefixed to it, or it may be some simpler form equivalent 
to this. For example, it might be said that “It is not the 
case that grass is pink” is negated or denied not only by “It 
is not the case that it is not the case that grass is pink” but 
also by the plain “Grass is pink” and that “If he has shut 
the door, it must have been open” is negated or denied by 
“He could have shut it even though it was already shut.” 

Contradictory negation, or contradiction, is the rela¬ 
tion between statements that are exact opposites, in the 
sense that they can be neither true together nor false 
together—for example, “Some grass is brown” and “No 
grass is brown.” Contrary negation, or contrariety, is the 
relation between extreme opposites (which may very well 
both be false)—for example, “No grass is brown” and “All 
grass is brown.” Incompatibility is the relation between 
statements that cannot both be true, whether or not they 
stand at opposite ends of a scale (“This is black all over” 
is incompatible with “This is green all over” as well as 
with “This is white all over”). Incompatibles imply one 
another’s denials (what is black all over is not green all 
over or white all over). 

Some of these technical expressions apply to terms as 
well as to statements. The terms black, green, and white, 
for example, are incompatible; nothing can be more than 
one of these at once, at least not at the same time, at the 
same point, from the same angle, and so on. There are 
also “negative terms,” usually formed by prefixing “non” 
or “not” to the corresponding positive term—for 
instance, nonred, not-red. 

The concept of negation is closely related to that of 
falsehood, but they are not the same. Sometimes it is the 
negation that is true and the corresponding affirmation 
that is false. But in denying a statement, we implicitly or 
explicitly assert that the statement in question is false, 
though, of course, the assertion that something is false 
may itself be true. 

There is also a connection between the concept of 
negation, especially as applied to terms, and that of oth¬ 
erness or diversity. What is not red is other than anything 
that is red, and what is other than anything that is red is 
not red. The class of things that are other than all the 
things included in a given class—that is, whatever exists 


besides the members of that class—constitutes the 
remainder or complement of the given class. 

INTERNAL AND EXTERNAL NEGATION 

When a proposition is complex, it is often important to 
distinguish the negation of the proposition as a whole 
(“external” negation) from propositions resulting from 
the negation of some component or components of it 
(“internal” negation). The Stoics noted, for example, that 
the contradictory denial of an implication “If p, then q” 
should not be formulated as “lip, then not-<j”but as “Not 
(if p, then q )”—“That p does not imply that q .” “If p, then 
q” and “If p, then not-q” are not even incompatible, 
although when they are both true, it follows that the com¬ 
ponent p (since it has contradictory consequences) must 
be false. Again “Not (p and q),” which is true as long as p 
and q are not true together, is not to be confused with 
“Not-p and not-<|,” which is true only if p and q are both 
false and is equivalent to “Neither p nor q ”—that is, “Not 
(p or q ).’’“Either not-p or not -q" is similarly equivalent to 
“Not (p and q).” These relations between the internal and 
external negations of “and” and “or” statements are called 
De Morgan’s laws, although they were well known to 
the medieval Scholastics long before the birth of the 
nineteenth-century logician Augustus De Morgan. 

Some of the distinctions made in the preceding sec¬ 
tion are now commonly treated as special cases of exter¬ 
nal and internal negation. For instance, propositions with 
negative terms are thought of as involving the negation, 
not perhaps of internal propositions strictly so called, but 
of internal “propositional functions” (“open sen¬ 
tences”)—for example, “Every non-A is a non-B” may be 
paraphrased as “For any x, if it is not the case that x is an 
A, then it is not the case that x is a B”; the difference 
between “No A is a B,” the contrary opposite of “Every A 
is a B,” and the contradictory opposite of the latter, “Some 
A is a B” or “Not every A is a B,” is perhaps simply that 
between the internally negated form “For every x, if x is 
an A, then not (x is a B)” and the external negation “Not 
(for every x, if x is an A, then x is a B).” It is obviously pos¬ 
sible to place a sign of negation either inside or outside a 
variety of other qualifying phrases; for example, we may 
distinguish “It will be the case that (it is not the case that 
p)” from “It is not the case that (it will be the case thatp)” 
and “It is thought that (it is not the case that p)” from “It 
is not the case that (it is thought that p).” 

By the use of open sentences all the varieties of nega¬ 
tion are reduced to the placing of “not” or “it is not the 
case that” before some proposition or proposition like 
expression, the whole being either contained or not con- 
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tained within some wider propositional context. This 
reduction assumes that with the basic singular form “x is 
an A” or “x 0’s” there is no real distinction between the 
internal negation “x is not an A” (or “x is a non-A”) or “x 
does not 0” and the external negation “Not (x is an A)” or 
“Not (x 0’s).” When the subject “x” is a bare “this,” such an 
assumption is plausible, but when it is a singular descrip¬ 
tion like “The present king of France,” we must distin¬ 
guish the internal negation “The present king of France is 
not bald” (which suggests that there is such a person) 
from the external negation “It is not the case that the 
present king of France is bald” (which would be true if 
there were no such person). The thesis that all forms of 
negation are reducible to a suitably placed “it is not the 
case that” can be maintained only if the last two cases 
have an implicit complexity and may be, respectively, par¬ 
aphrased as “For some x, x is the sole present king of 
France, and it is not the case that x is bald” and “It is not 
the case that (for some x, x is the sole present king of 
France and is bald).” 

POSITIVE PRESUPPOSITIONS 

It is sometimes held that no negation can be bare or mere 
negation and that whenever anything is denied, some 
positive ground of denial is assumed, and something pos¬ 
itive is even an intended part of what is asserted. It is triv¬ 
ially true that even in denials, such as that grass is pink, 
something is made out to be the case—namely, that it is 
not the case that grass is pink. But something more than 
this is usually intended by the contention. 

One thing that could be meant is that every denial 
must concern something which, whatever else it is not, is 
itself and, indeed, simply is (exists). We have seen that 
some types of denial—“This is not a man” and “The man 
next door does not smoke” (also “Some men do not 
lie”)—do assert or presuppose the existence of a subject 
of the denial. But this does not seem to be the case with 
all forms; for example, no existing subject seems to be 
involved when we say that there are no fairies. Or if this is 
taken to mean that among existing things no fairies are to 
be found (thus presupposing a body of “existing 
things”—of values for the bound variable x in “For no x 
is it the case that x is a fairy”), even this positive presup¬ 
position seems absent from “There could not be round 
squares.” 

It is also sometimes said that in denying that some¬ 
thing is red, we at least assume that it is some other color 
(counting white, black, and gray as colors); in denying 
that something is square, we assume that it is some other 
shape. In general (to use the terminology of W. E. John¬ 


son), in denying that something has a “determinate” form 
of some “determinable” quality, we assume that it has 
some other determinate form of it. Sometimes a distinc¬ 
tion is made at this point between the predication of a 
negative term and the simple denial of a predication; for 
example, it is argued that in saying that a thing is non¬ 
blue, we do assume that it is some other color but we do 
not assume this in simply saying that it is not blue. Oth¬ 
ers contend that we assume that a thing is some other 
color even in simply denying that it is blue. All denial, it 
is said, is implicitly restricted to some universe of dis¬ 
course; if we deny that something is blue or classify it as 
nonblue, it is assumed that we are considering only col¬ 
ored things. 

Against the weaker form of the theory that the pred¬ 
ication of a negative term has positive implications which 
the denial of a predication does not have, it may be 
objected that there is no more than a verbal difference 
between “x is a non-B” and “Not (x is a B).” Against the 
stronger form the objection is that it is perfectly proper to 
say that virtue is not blue simply on the ground that it is 
not the kind of thing that could have any color at all. We 
must always distinguish between what we say and our 
reasons for saying it (otherwise, there could be no infer¬ 
ence at all, as premises and conclusion would coalesce), 
and there may be diverse reasons for saying exactly the 
same thing of different subjects—Jones’s favorite flower is 
not blue because it is pink, and virtue is not blue because 
being an abstraction, it is not colored at all. But it is per¬ 
fectly true of each of these subjects, and true in the same 
sense, that it is not blue. 

It may be answered that “This flower is blue” and 
“Virtue is blue” fail to be true in profoundly different 
ways—the former because it is false, and the latter 
because it is meaningless, as meaningless as, for example, 
“Virtue is but” would be—and, further, whereas the 
denial of a false statement is true, the denial of a mean¬ 
ingless form of words (that is, the result of attaching a 
negation sign to it) is itself a meaningless form of words. 
To this, one possible reply (made by J. M. Shorter in 
“Meaning and Grammar”) would be to deny that the 
negation of a meaningless form of words is meaningless; 
even “Virtue is not but” might be defended as true pre¬ 
cisely because it is not only false, but also meaningless, to 
say that virtue is but. Less desperately, it could be argued 
that “Virtue is (is not) blue” is not on a par with “Virtue 
is (is not) but” since the former is at least a grammatically 
correct sentence while the latter does not even construe. 
Perhaps, however, the conception of grammar that sug¬ 
gests this distinction is a rather superficial one. Grammar 
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concerns what words go with what; it is not a set of com¬ 
mands directly fallen from heaven but reflects at least 
partly the feeling we already have for what does and what 
does not make sense. Perhaps we need only let this feeling 
lead us to slightly finer distinctions than the crude one 
between an adjective and a conjunction to see that “is (is 
not) blue” no more goes with “virtue” than “is (is not) 
but” goes with anything. 

What is important is the line between falsehood (the 
negation of which is true) and nonsense (the negation of 
which is generally agreed to be only further nonsense), 
wherever this line be drawn. It is also important that what 
looks like true or false sense may on closer inspection 
turn out to be nonsense. 

NEGATIVE FACTS 

Many philosophers who have found negation a meta¬ 
physically embarrassing concept have expressed this 
embarrassment by denying that there are any negative 
facts. There are obviously negative as well as affirmative 
statements, but according to these philosophers, it is 
incredible that the nonlinguistic facts that make our 
statements true or false should include negative ones. 
(The linguistic fact that there are negative statements is, 
of course, not itself a negative, but a positive, fact.) 

This question should not be confused with the ques¬ 
tion of whether there are objective falsehoods—that is, 
whether the universe contains such objects as the false¬ 
hood that Charles I died in his bed even if no one has ever 
believed or asserted this falsehood (whether there are 
falsehoods which are, as it were, waiting around to be 
asserted or believed, or even denied or disbelieved, just as 
there are facts waiting to be discovered and stated). For 
such objective falsehoods, if there were any, would not be 
facts—a fact is what is the case, not what is not the case. 
The present question is, rather, whether there are special 
facts that verify true negative statements, whether, for 
example, there is any such fact as the fact that Charles I 
did not die in his bed. There is nevertheless some con¬ 
nection between the two questions. For if there is any 
such language-independent and thought-independent 
fact as the fact that it is not the case that Charles 1 died in 
his bed, then, that Charles I died in his bed, which in itself 
is not a fact but a falsehood, would nevertheless seem to 
have some kind of existence “out there” as a constituent of 
this more complex object that is a fact. 

In both cases, moreover, what deters the philoso¬ 
phers is partly the multiplicity of the objects involved. 
They cannot believe that there should be not only the fact 
that Charles I died on the scaffold but also, over and 


above that fact, the additional facts that he did not die in 
his bed, that he was not immortal, that he did not die by 
drowning, and, furthermore, the facts that he did not die 
in his bed of appendicitis, that he did not die in his bed of 
consumption, that he did not die by drowning in six min¬ 
utes, that he did not die by drowning in six and a half 
minutes, and so on. This causes an embarrassment of the 
same sort as the idea that, over and above the fact that he 
died on the scaffold, there are “out there” the falsehoods 
that he died in his bed, that he was immortal, that he was 
drowned in six and a half minutes, and so on. 

The most obvious way to reduce this excessive meta¬ 
physical population, and the one taken by Raphael 
Demos (one of the main opponents of negative facts), is 
to hold that what makes it false to say that Charles I died 
in his bed and true to say that he did not, false to say that 
he died by drowning and true to say that he did not, and 
similarly with all the other alternatives is simply the one 
positive fact that he died on the scaffold. Against this, 
however, it may be said that what is asserted by any true 
statement would seem to be some fact, and the true state¬ 
ment that Charles I did not die in his bed does not assert 
that he died on the scaffold (even if this is also true). It 
may be suggested that what the true statement asserts is 
that Charles died in some positive way that was incom¬ 
patible with his dying in his bed. This suggestion has the 
disadvantage (a) that it only exchanges negative facts for 
facts that are vague and general in the way that assertions 
about something or other (but nothing in particular) are 
always vague and general and that philosophers who are 
uneasy about the former (because whatever is real must 
be particular and positive) are likely to be equally uneasy 
about the latter. The suggestion also presupposes (b) that 
there are facts of incompatibility—for example, the fact 
that Charles Is dying on the scaffold is incompatible with 
his dying in his bed and that these would seem, like 
straightforwardly negative facts, to contain objective 
falsehoods as constituents and would have the same dis¬ 
maying multiplicity as negative facts or objective false¬ 
hoods do. 

One way of answering objection ( b) is to argue that 
the facts of incompatibility which explain the truth of 
negative statements never concern incompatibilities 
between propositions but always concern incompatibili¬ 
ties between qualities, like the incompatibility between 
red and blue or between one way of dying and another. 
This is to make a certain sort of internal negation the fun¬ 
damental form in terms of which all other types of nega¬ 
tion are to be defined. This eliminates the horde of 
positive falsehoods that are incompatible with the actual 
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positive facts in favor of a possibly smaller and anyway 
more acceptable horde of incompatible qualities, each 
capable in itself of qualifying a real object but unable to 
do so at the same time as the others. But although there is 
some plausibility in accounting for simple singular nega¬ 
tions in this way (that is, in taking the simple “x is not A ” 
to be true, when it is true, because x is something incom¬ 
patible with being A), it is hard to deal similarly with the 
negations of more complex forms—for example, “Not 
everything is A” or “It is not the case that if x is A, then y 
is B.” 

Difficulties in dealing with more complex negations 
also arise with the suggestion that the facts that verify 
negative statements are facts not so much about incom¬ 
patibility as about otherness. It is important to note that 
the otherness account cannot take quite the same form as 
the incompatibility one; although the fact that x is some¬ 
thing incompatible with being red will suffice to verify “x 
is not red,” “x is something other than red” will not, for x 
may be something other than red (for instance, round) 
and be red as well. The otherness account would have to 
claim that what verifies “x is not A” is the fact that x is 
other than everything that is A. This account, like the pre¬ 
ceding one, seems to be applicable only to simple singu¬ 
lar negation. However, if the complexities that can arise 
are capable of being listed, it might be possible to give a 
separate account of the negation of each kind of com¬ 
plexity. Thus, having said what the simple “x is not A” 
means, we may say that in forms like “Not (not-p),” “Not 
(p and <j),”“Not {p or q),”“Not (everything 0’s),” and “Not 
(something 0’s)” (that is, “Not anything <j> s”), the appar¬ 
ently external “not” is to be defined in terms of a com¬ 
paratively internal “not” as follows: 

Not (not-p) = p, 

Not (p or q ) = (Not-p) and (not-q), 

Not (p and q) = (Not-p) or (not-q), 

Not (for every x, x 0’s) = For some x, not {x 0’s), 

Not (for some x, x 0’s) = For every x, not (x 0’s). 

In any given complex formed in these ways the 
innermost negations—the only ones that remain when all 
the reductions have been performed—will be simple sin¬ 
gular negations explainable as above in terms of other¬ 
ness or incompatibility. 

NEGATION, FACTS, AND FALSEHOOD 

Another way of eliminating negative facts might be by 
defining negation in terms of disbelief or falsehood. 
Affirmative statements, we might say, express beliefs 
whereas negative ones express disbeliefs. Disbelief, how¬ 
ever, is not just the absence of belief, and like belief it 


must have an object—it must be disbelief in something 
or disbelief of something—and it must be justified or 
unjustified; if justified, whatever justifies it must be either 
a negative fact or whatever we replace negative facts with 
when using some other and more objective method of 
dissolving them. 

In terms of falsehood we might say that the contra¬ 
dictory negation of a statement is the statement that is 
true if the given one is false and false if the given one is 
true. This amounts to defining negation by means of its 
truth table, a course advocated by Ludwig Wittgenstein in 
the Tractatus. To this it may be objected that talk of the 
statement which is true when a given statement is false 
and false when it is true is legitimate only if we know that 
there is one and only one statement which meets these 
conditions, and this seems unlikely; for example, since 
“Oxford is the capital of Scotland” is false in any case, 
“Either Oxford is the capital of Scotland or grass is not 
green” is true if “Grass is green” is false and false if it is 
true, but what is stated by this complex does not seem to 
be simply the negation of “Grass is green.” It may also be 
objected that statements are not simply true and false in 
themselves, as if truth and falsehood were simple proper¬ 
ties requiring no further explanation. By the usual defini¬ 
tion “Grass is green” is true if grass is green and false if it 
is not, but to say this is to define falsehood in terms of 
negation rather than vice versa. 

Perhaps the whole problem about negative facts— 
and the problem about the objective falsehoods that 
would be parts of such facts if there were any—arise from 
thinking of facts (and falsehoods) too literally as objects 
or entities. It is not merely that there are no negative facts 
but, rather, that there are no facts. That is, expressions of 
the form “The fact that p” do not name objects, whether 
or not our “p” is negative in form. The word fact has 
meaning only as part of the phrase “it is a fact that” (that 
is, “it is the case that”), and “It is a fact that grass is (or is 
not) green” is just another way of saying the simple “Grass 
is (or is not) green.” “There are negative facts” is true and, 
indeed, makes sense only if it means “For some p, it is not 
the case thatp.” But in this sense it is true and metaphys¬ 
ically harmless; it does not mean that there are objects 
called “That p” which go through a performance called 
“not being the case,” and still less does it mean that there 
are objects called “The not-being-the-case of thatp.” 

Even with this caution, however, one can sensibly 
inquire whether signs of negation are really indispensa¬ 
ble—whether what we say when we use them cannot also 
be said, and more directly, without them—and whether 
signs of negation are not just convenient abbreviations 
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for complex forms into which no such signs enter. 
Putting the question in this way, modem logic has 
evolved other devices for eliminating negation besides the 
ones thus far mentioned, devices which are worth exam¬ 
ining, even though they are a little technical, and which 
require some preliminary account of negation as the logi¬ 
cian sees it. 

LAWS OF NEGATION. Negation figures in formal logic 
primarily as the subject of certain laws, of which the best 
known are those of contradiction and excluded middle. 
The law of contradiction asserts that a statement and its 
direct denial cannot be true together (“Not both p and 
not-p”) or, as applied to terms, that nothing can both be 
and not be the same thing at the same time (“Nothing is 
at once A and not-A”). The law of excluded middle 
asserts that a statement and its negation exhaust the pos¬ 
sibilities—it is either the case that p or not the case that 
p —or, as applied to terms, that everything either is or is 
not some given thing—say, A. Each of these laws may be 
put in the form of an implication, or “if” statement; the 
law of contradiction then appears as “If p, then not not- 
p,” and the law of excluded middle as “If not not-p, then 
p.” Sometimes the combination of these two, “p if and 
only if not not-p,” is called the law of double negation. 

Each of these laws involves a number of derived or 
related laws. From the law of contradiction it follows that 
what has contradictory consequences is false; if p implies 
q and also implies not-q (and so implies “q and not-q”), 
then not-p. From the law of excluded middle it follows 
that what is implied by both members of a contradictory 
pair is true; if p implies q and not-p equally implies q, 
then q. Again, because of the law of contradiction what¬ 
ever implies its own denial is false, for if p implies not-p, 
it implies both p and not-p (since it certainly implies p) 
and thus cannot be true. This is the principle of reductio 
ad absurdum. To take an ancient example, if everything is 
true, then it is true (among other things) that not every¬ 
thing is true; hence, it cannot be the case that everything 
is true. Perhaps we can also argue that if it is a fact that 
there are no negative facts, then that is itself a negative 
fact; thus, it cannot be that there are no negative facts. 
Correspondingly, from the law of excluded middle it fol¬ 
lows that whatever is implied by its own denial (that is, 
what we are compelled to affirm even when we try to 
deny it) is true. (The later Schoolmen called this the con- 
sequentia mirabilis.) 

Another important law involving negation is the law 
of contraposition, or transposition, that if p implies q, 
then the denial of q implies the denial of p or, for terms, 


if every A is a 5, then every non-5 is a non-A. If this is 
combined with the first law of double negation (“If p, 
then not not-p”), we obtain “If p implies not -q, then q 
implies not-p”; if it is combined with the second law of 
double negation (“If not not-p, then p”), we obtain “If 
not-p implies q, then not-q implies p,” and with both we 
obtain “If not-p implies not -q, then q implies p.” 

Many logicians have questioned the law of excluded 
middle and the laws associated with it. In particular, the 
intuitionist logic of L. E. J. Brouwer and Arend Heyting 
contains none of the laws “Either p or not-p,” “If not not- 

p, then p,” “If p implies q and not-p also implies q, then 

q, ” “If not-p implies p, then p,” “If not-p implies q (not- 
q), then not-q (q) implies p.” 

FORMAL DEFINITIONS OF NEGATION. The laws just 
discussed and many others figure in modern symbolic 
calculi as theorems derived by stated rules of inference 
from given axioms. Some of them, indeed, may them¬ 
selves appear as axioms, different formulas being taken as 
axiomatic in different symbolic presentations. The sym¬ 
bols used, moreover, will be divisible into “primitive” 
symbols that are introduced without explanation and 
other symbols that are introduced by definition as 
abridgments of complexes involving other symbols. 
Which symbols are taken as primitive and which are 
defined will vary with the particular systematic presenta¬ 
tion adopted. 

Gottlob Frege, for example, took symbols correspon¬ 
ding to “if” and “not” as undefined and introduced the 
form “p or q” as a way of writing “If not-p, then q ” 
(“Either I planted peas, or I planted beans” = “If I did not 
plant peas, I planted beans”). Bertrand Russell at one 
stage did the same, but he later took “not” and “or” as his 
primitives, defining “If p, then q ” as “Either not-p or q” 
(“If you smoke, you’ll get a cough” = “Either you won’t 
smoke, or you’ll get a cough”) and “p and q” as “Not either 
not-p or not-q.” Other writers have defined all the other 
symbols in terms of “not” and “and.” For example, they 
have defined “If p, then q” as “Not (p without q )”—that 
is, “Not (p and not-q)” and “p or q” as “Not both not-p 
and not-q.” 

In all these examples the negation sign appears as 
one of the primitive or undefined symbols, but there are 
also systems in which this is not the case and in which 
“not” is defined in terms of something else. For example, 
Jean Nicod uses a single undefined stroke in such a way 
that “p | q” amounts to “Not both p and q” and “Not-p” is 
defined as “p | p” (Not both p and p). Russell sometimes 
attempts to avoid even the appearance of complexity in 
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his verbal rendering of Nicod’s stroke by reading “p \ q” as 
“p is incompatible with q,” but this would ordinarily be 
understood as a little stronger than what is intended. We 
would not normally say that “London is the capital of 
England” was incompatible with “Berlin is the capital of 
France,” but it is correct to say “London is the capital of 
England | Berlin is the capital of France,” since the two 
components are not both true. 

An earlier and more interesting device was that of C. 
S. Peirce, who defined negation as the implication of 
something false. This is not quite a definition of negation 
in terms of falsehood. Formally, what is meant is that we 
arbitrarily choose some false proposition—say, “The 
ancient Romans spoke Polish”—and introduce “Not-p” 
as an abbreviation for “If p, then the ancient Romans 
spoke Polish.” It is also possible to take as our standard 
false proposition for this purpose a formula which itself 
has some logical significance. In his later years Peirce 
himself liked to use the proposition “For all p, p,” which 
is, roughly, “Everything is true” (which was shown to be 
false in the previous section of this entry). In common 
speech we come close to defining “Not-q” as “If q, then for 
all p, p” when we say of something we wish to deny, “If 
you believe that, you would believe anything.” A similar 
definition of “Not-p,” used by Russell in his early writ¬ 
ings, is “For all q, if p, then q.” Starting in this way, it is 
possible to define all the symbols of logic in terms of “if” 
and the quantifier “for all x.” Certain further technical 
devices make it possible to define both “if” and “for all x” 
in terms of a single operator that can be read as “For all x, 
if ..., then ...” or “If ever ..., then ...” (Russell’s “formal 
implication,” perhaps better called “universalized impli¬ 
cation”). 

Given definitions of this type, the characteristic laws 
of negation fall into place as special cases of the charac¬ 
teristic laws of implication or of universality (or both). 
For instance, the law of transposition, “If (if p, then q), 
then (if not -q, then not-p),” expands to “If (if p, then q) 
then if (if q; then anything-at-all), then (if p, then any- 
thing-at-all),” which is just a special case of the law of syl¬ 
logism, “If (if p, then q), then if (if q, then r), then (if p, 
then r).” Moreover, the peculiarities of the intuitionistic 
negation of Brouwer and Heyting turn out simply to 
reflect those of intuitionistic implication. 

Intuitionistic logic, for example, contains the law “If 
p implies q, then if p also implies that q implies r, p 
implies r”; therefore, it contains the special case “If p 
implies q, then if p also implies that q implies the false¬ 
hood, then p implies the falsehood”—that is, “If p implies 
q, then if p also implies not-q, then not-p.” But it does not 


contain the law “If p implies r, then if p’s implying q also 
implies r, then r” (this law, being verified by the usual 
truth-tables for “if” and “not,” does appear in nonintu- 
itionistic or classical implicational logic) and therefore 
does not contain the law “If p implies r, then if p’s imply¬ 
ing the falsehood also implies r, then r” (“If p implies r, 
then if not-p also implies r, then r”). 

It is also possible in both intuitionistic and classical 
logic to separate those laws of negation which are (or may 
be represented as) merely special cases of laws of implica¬ 
tion (as in the above examples) and those that reflect the 
special features of what a proposition is being said to 
imply when we negate it. For example, both versions of 
logic contain the law (1) “If p, then if also not-p, then 
anything-at-all.” But neither logic contains as a law the 
implicational formula of which this would be (if they had 
it) a special case, “If p, then if p implies r, then anything- 
at-all.” However, they do both have, quite naturally, (2) “If 
p, then if p implies that everything is true, then anything- 
at-all.” To get (1), in other words, it is important not only 
that we should see “Not-p” as something of the form “If 
p, then r” but also as this particular thing, “If p, then 
everything is true.” If we drop from intuitionistic logic 
those laws of negation which require attention to this 
more special point, we obtain the “minimal” calculus of I. 
Johannson (“Der Minimalkalkul,” Compositio Mathemat¬ 
ical. 4, 119-136). 

TECHNICAL ELIMINATIONS OF 
NEGATION 

Do the developments just sketched mean that we can dis¬ 
pense with negative facts by saying that the facts stated by 
true negative statements are ones that do not involve any 
special concept of negation but only (in one version) 
Nicod’s stroke or (in the other) implication and univer¬ 
sality? The suggestion, especially in its Peircean form, has 
its attractions. Peirce’s definition would at least explain 
why negation is a proper subject of study for pure logi¬ 
cians. Logic studies universal rules of implication; even 
the purest logic must study whatever is involved in the 
very notions of implication and universality; and what 
Peirce means by negation is thus involved. Facts as to 
what is not the case are in this view only an instance of a 
more general type of complex fact without which logic 
would be impossible—namely, facts as to what leads to 
what. 

Against this suggestion one might adduce the 
extreme artificiality and arbitrariness of these symbolic 
devices. Consider the fact that it is equally possible in a 
symbolic system to define “and” in terms of “or” and 
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“not” and “or” in terms of “and” and “not.” Whatever this 
fact signifies, it cannot signify that “Not (not-p or not-c/)” 
is the real meaning of “p and q” and that the very form “p 
or q ” that is used in this explanation has for its real mean¬ 
ing “Not (not-p and not-q).” This procedure would obvi¬ 
ously be circular, and for this reason we cannot, even 
symbolically, have both definitions in the same system. It 
is obvious that the form “or” cannot be both simple and 
unanalyzable and a complex built up out of “and” and 
“not”; at least, it can only be this by being used ambigu¬ 
ously and, similarly, mutatis mutandis, with “and.” The 
systems with the different definitions are equivalent in 
the sense that, given suitably chosen axioms, the same 
formulas will appear in them as theorems, and the unde¬ 
fined “and” (or “or”) and the defined one are equivalent 
in the sense of having the same truth tables. But if there 
is an intuitively simple meaning of the form “p and q 
“and” in this sense simply does not appear (is not sym¬ 
bolized) in a system which has only “or” and “not” as its 
undefined symbols and introduces “p and q” as short for 
“Not (not-p or not-q).” Primitiveness in a convenient cal¬ 
culus is one thing; intuitive or conceptual simplicity, 
another. No one symbolic system, we may surmise, can 
express everything, and in any given system we can take 
whatever we please as undefined, even if its intuitive 
meaning is complex. 

Turning now to the calculi in which “not” is defined, 
it is notoriously difficult to explain the meaning of 
Nicod’s stroke except by saying that “p | q ” means “Not 
both p and q ” or that it means “Either not-p or not-q”; 
furthermore, the “not” that is introduced by defining 
“Not-p” as “p | p” cannot be the “not” which is used in this 
explanation, though for purposes of logical calculation it 
may serve just as well. It could similarly be said that the 
“if” which Peirce uses in his definition of “not” cannot be 
understood without a more primeval “not” being presup¬ 
posed. For Peirce did not use “If p, then q ” in the familiar 
sense in which it means that q would be a logical conse¬ 
quence of p; it is not true that whenever p happens not to 
be the case, it would logically follow from it that every¬ 
thing whatever is true. Even the colloquial “If you believe 
that, you would believe anything” is not said of anything 
we wish to deny but only of particularly outrageous items 
(things that not only are not, but also could not, be the 
case). What Peirce meant by “If p, then q it might be 
said, can be explained only by saying that it means “Not 
at once p and not-q,” and this explanation uses a “not” 
that cannot be derived from his definition because the 
definition presupposes that “not.” 


Additionally, it might be argued that our intuitions 
as to what is a construction from simpler conceptions 
and what is itself simple are not very reliable and that if a 
definition introduces new economies into a calculus and, 
still more, if it brings a new unity to a whole subject, this 
may well be a symptom that it also reveals what is con¬ 
ceptually fundamental. The treatment of “not being the 
case” as an extreme case of implication—as “implying too 
much,” so to speak—does at least reflect something 
important about the relation between the two concepts. A 
proposition’s implying something, having consequences, 
is like its taking a risk, and its not being the case is its hav¬ 
ing too strong consequences. 

See also Brouwer, Luitzen Egbertus Jan; Correspondence 
Theory of Truth; De Morgan, Augustus; Frege, Gottlob; 
Logic, Traditional; Nothing; Peirce, Charles Sanders; 
Presupposition; Propositions, Judgments, Sentences, 
and Statements; Russell, Bertrand Arthur William; Sto¬ 
icism. 
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NEGATION IN INDIAN 
PHILOSOPHY 

From the early centuries CE onward, the philosophical 
traditions of ancient India produced theories of negation 
in a broad variety of contexts, dealing with such diverse 
issues as negative existentials, the referentiality of empty 
terms, and the laws of the excluded middle and double 
negation. Highly technical expositions of logical princi¬ 
ples pertaining to negation can be found in particular, 
though not exclusively, in the literature of the so-called 
New Nyaya (Navya-Nyaya) as of approximately the tenth 
century (Ingalls 1951, Matilal 1968). Earlier theories are 
noteworthy especially for their reflections on the nature 
of absence and its knowledge, in other words, for address¬ 
ing the issue of negative facts and negative knowledge. 
These theories developed on the background of an over¬ 
arching discourse about instruments of knowledge (pra- 
mana) that shaped philosophical debate from the first 
centuries CE onward throughout the first millennium 
and is one of the most distinctive traits of classical Indian 
philosophizing. 


Modern research on Indian theories of negation is 
still at a preliminary stage, and source materials in some 
important areas are transmitted only in fragments. On 
the basis of what is currently known, the Vaisesika, the 
Nyaya, and the Mlmamsa traditions of Indian philoso¬ 
phy, as well as the logico-epistemological branch of Bud¬ 
dhism, deserve to be highlighted for their theories of 
negative knowledge. The Vaisesika, an early philosophy of 
nature that emerged during the first two centuries CE, is 
mainly concerned with comprehensive enumeration and 
identification of the constituents of the world. The 
Nyaya, which originated in an old debate tradition and is 
primarily interested in the method of proof, integrated 
the Vaisesika’s ontological foundations into its own set of 
logical and epistemological principles (Franco and 
Preisendanz 1998). The Mlmamsa, originally devoted 
mainly to the exegesis of the Veda, likewise took over 
Vaisesika ontology, but with much more creative adapta¬ 
tion. Within the Mlmamsa, the views of Kumarila (early 
seventh century CE) about absence and its knowledge 
differ from those of Prabhakara, who may have been 
Rumania's contemporary. The logico-epistemological 
branch of Buddhism has as its two main representatives 
Dignaga (late fifth/early sixth century) and Dharmaklirti 
(early seventh century), of whom the latter developed a 
succinct theory of negative knowledge, perhaps in critical 
response to Kumarila. 

FORMS OF ABSENCE AND THEIR 
KNOWLEDGE IN VAISESIKA 
LITERATURE 

In the Vaisesikasutra (VS), a compilation of often elliptic 
mnemonic sentences that gradually grew as of the first 
two centuries CE, we find disparate identifications of spe¬ 
cific forms of absences and brief statements of how some 
of them are known. As interpreted by the earliest avail¬ 
able commentary by Candrananda (active between the 
sixth and tenth centuries), VS 9,1-5 present four varieties 
of absence: the prior absence of an effect in its cause 
(pragabhava) , the posterior absence of a cause after its 
destruction ( pradhvamsabhava ), the mutual absence 
(anyonyabhava ) as the mutual difference between two 
things like a cow and a horse, and the absolute absence 
(i atyantabhava ) of, for example, a hare’s horn. Further 
forms of absences, added in VS 9,8-11, were most likely 
inserted into the text at a later stage. VS 9,6-7 describe, 
again according to Candrananda, how prior and poste¬ 
rior absence are known, but without specifying an instru¬ 
ment of knowledge. 
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According to the Prasastapadabhasya by Prasa- 
stapada (early sixth century), which comes to represent 
classical Vaisesika thought, absence is cognized through 
inference, but not through a separate instrument of 
knowledge, for just as an arisen effect is an inferential sign 
for the occurrence of its sufficient causes, so is the 
nonarisen effect an inferential sign for the nonoccurrence 
of its sufficient causes. Candramati, whose Das- 
apadarthasastra was most probably composed between 
450 and 550 and is only preserved in Chinese translation 
and presents an idiosyncratic version of Vaisesika, lists 
absence as a separate ontological category. Divided into 
five forms, it is the object of inference. In Sridhara’s 
Nyayakandall (late tenth century), and in Udayana’s 
Kiranavali (early eleventh century), absence is likewise 
accorded the status of a separate ontological category. 

THE KNOWLEDGE OF ABSENCE IN 
NY AY AS U TRA, -BHASYA, AND 
-VARTTIKA 

In the Nyayasutra (NS), the foundational text of the 
Nyaya tradition that was formed between the second and 
fifth centuries, the knowability of further forms of 
absences, over and above prior and posterior absence— 
mutual and absolute absence are not dealt with—is 
emphatically defended, on the basis of an example that 
Vatsyayana’s commentary Nyayabhasya (late fifth cen¬ 
tury) explains as follows: With regards to a pile of marked 
and unmarked clothes, someone is told “get the 
unmarked clothes!” and then cognizes the absence of 
marks in some clothes (commentary on NS 2,2,8; Kellner 
1997; for a different interpretation of this section from 
NS, compare Matilal 1968). Whereas these remarks can 
be read as an attempt to expand the scope of knowable 
absence, the beginning portion of the Nyayabhasya 
addresses the knowability of absence from a general view¬ 
point. For Nyaya, knowing reality, that is, the “being such 
[of the sixteen cardinal principles of Nyaya]” (tattva), is 
required for attaining liberation from the cycle of rebirth. 
Reality is the existence of what exists and the nonexis¬ 
tence of what does not exist. Knowledge that something 
does not exist arises when, through a certain instrument 
of knowledge, something else is known to exist, based on 
the thought process “if this [absentee] existed here, it 
would have to be cognized just like this [actually existing 
thing]; because its cognition is absent, it does not exist.” 
The instrument of knowledge that illuminates something 
existent also illuminates something nonexistent. In keep¬ 
ing with this line of thought, the subcommentator Uddy- 
otakara (c. 550-610) specifies absence as an object of 


sensory perception in his Nyayavarttika-, this becomes the 
orthodox Nyaya position. 

THE MlMAMSAKA KUMARILA: A 
SEPARATE INSTRUMENT OF 
KNOWLEDGE FORKNOWING 
ABSENCE 

Both the Buddhist epistemologist Dharmaklirti and the 
Mlmamsaka Kumarila developed comprehensive and 
detailed theories about the knowledge of absences. But 
whereas Dharmaklirti appears to have found his way of 
formulating and addressing the knowledge of absence as 
a philosophical problem only gradually, in the course of 
his works Pramanavarttika, Pramanaviniscaya, and Het- 
ubindu (Kellner 2003), Kumarila’s conception of absence 
and its knowledge in his Slokavarttika is already part and 
parcel of a general philosophical approach that john 
Taber (2001) dubs a theory of the unitary nature of sub¬ 
stance. All features of a substance, while different from 
each other, are identical with the substance itself and 
indirectly with each other. Nonexistence is an integral 
building block of reality in that every real entity is exis¬ 
tent as itself and nonexistent as everything else (Kellner 
1996, 1997). Accordingly, nonexistence has the function 
of accounting for the unmixed character of real entities. 
Kumarila distinguishes the four types of absence that are 
later enumerated by Candrananda while commenting on 
Vaisesikasutra 9,1-5. In keeping with the claim that an 
entity is nonexistent as something else, Kumarila 
describes all four types with the help of relational state¬ 
ments—a hare’s head, for instance, is nonexistent as a 
horn-bearer, or a cow is nonexistent as a horse. 

Though a part of every real entity, nonexistence is 
nevertheless separate from existence and requires an 
instrument of knowledge of its own. The live instruments 
of knowledge—perception, inference, verbal knowledge, 
analogy, and implication—are limited to grasping exis¬ 
tence, whereas nonexistence is apprehended by the sixth 
instrument of knowledge called absence, an idea that in 
general must have been voiced already before 
Prasastapada, as he rejected it. According to his commen¬ 
tators, Kumarila took it over from an earlier commenta¬ 
tor on the Mimamsasutras cited in the Sabarabhasya 
(early sixth century), but Kumarila’s interpretation of this 
commentator’s statements are heavily contested by the 
Prabhakara-Mlmamsakas. 

As an instrument of knowledge, Kumarila’s absence is 
the nonarising of the other live instruments. It can man¬ 
ifest itself either as the soul’s ( atman ) not being trans¬ 
formed into the knower of the absentee as existent, or as 
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the knowledge of nonexistence as a part of a real entity 
(on the latter alternative whose interpretation is prob¬ 
lematic, see Kellner 1996, Taber 2001). Whether an entity 
is known as itself, or as not another, depends on the cog¬ 
nizing subject’s intention; the respectively uncognized 
part always acts as a supporting factor. Kumarila strongly 
disagrees with the Nyaya view that absence is grasped by 
sensory perception; his main counterargument is that the 
five external senses are incapable of coming into contact 
(.sannikarsa ) with absence, and Nyaya, after all, requires 
such contact for any sense perception. Among others, it is 
this argument that led later Nyaya philosophers like 
Jayanta (late ninth century) and Bhasarvajna (tenth cen¬ 
tury) to revisit the role of contact in the definition of 
perception (for Jayanta, see Gillon 1997). In addition, 
Kumarila also argues against the theory that the absence 
of an object is known through an inference from the 
nonarising of the five other instruments of knowledge, 
mainly because this nonarising cannot have an estab¬ 
lished inferential connection with the absence of the 
object that any inference requires for being sound, and 
because the nonarising itself cannot be known—as the 
absence of arising, it would itself have to be inferred from 
a further nonarising of instruments of knowledge, and so 
forth. 

In the Slokavarttika and in his Tantravarttika , 
Kumarila applies this instrument of knowledge in argu¬ 
ments that reject entities that opponents assume to exist 
(Kellner 1996). After demonstrating that these cannot be 
known by any of the five other instruments, Kumarila 
concludes that they can only be known through absence, 
as a result of which they are nonexistent. Such types of 
arguments are aimed at, for instance, the emptiness ( sun- 
yatd ) of external reality of Buddhist idealism, a human 
author of the Vedas as propagated by Buddhists, and an 
omniscient human being that is, again, assumed by Bud¬ 
dhists. On the whole, Kumarila’s theory of nonexistence 
and its knowledge seems to be geared to accounting for 
the nature of reality and to establishing philosophical and 
religious truths. Empirical knowledge of negative states of 
affairs in everyday life are at best a secondary concern. 

DHARMAKllRTI’S THEORY OF 
NEGATIVE ASCERTAINMENT 
THROUGH INFERENCE 

Like other Buddhist philosophers before him, Dharmaki- 
irti believed that absence cannot be an object of percep¬ 
tion because perception arises from its particular object 
as a cause, bearing the object’s shape; an absence, how¬ 
ever, is devoid of any causal capacity. This belief also 


informs Dharmaklirti’s rejection of absence as a separate 
instrument of knowledge, condensely articulated in Pra- 
manaviniscaya, chapter 3, prose after verse 48, for any 
such instrument would have to be directly or indirectly 
caused by its object, and absence as an object lacks such a 
capacity. 

Because for Dharmaklirti there is no further instru¬ 
ment of knowledge besides perception and inference, 
negative knowledge is for him the result of inference. 
While perception has direct and unmediated access to 
real particulars in a nonconceptual fashion, inference 
operates with properties and concepts that are superim¬ 
posed on particulars in accordance with the practical 
function that these jointly fulfill, and in accordance with 
linguistic conventions. As a result, inferences that estab¬ 
lish negative states of affairs, based on a special type of 
evidence called nonperception ( anupalabdhi ) that is 
exclusively reserved for this purpose, ultimately prove 
that something is suitable for being ascertained as, and in 
a second step verbally referred to or physically treated as 
absent. They do not in any way prove a real absence that 
might be given independently of being cognized. 

Furthermore, such inferences are limited to ascer¬ 
taining the absence of particular objects that, if they 
existed under given circumstances, would inevitably be 
perceived. For entities where such a necessary perceived- 
ness cannot be ensured, either because they are intrinsi¬ 
cally beyond the realm of perception or because the 
specific environmental conditions for their perception 
are incomplete, not perceiving them only establishes that 
we do not know that they exist, not that we know that 
they do not exist. A proper inference on the basis of the 
nonperception of a perceptible object is accordingly 
exemplified as “in this spot on the ground, a jar does not 
exist because, as an object that would necessarily be per¬ 
ceived if it existed here, it is not perceived.” From this 
basic inferential structure, a variety of patterns are 
derived with the help of further relationships such as 
causality, extensional relations between genus and 
species, and factual incompatibility, as well as contrariety 
and contradiction between concepts. 

In his further explication of the nonperception of 
perceptibles, Dharmaklirti works with the notion of an 
implicative negation (paryudasa) developed in Sanskrit 
grammatical literature (Cardona 1967). When under¬ 
stood as expressing implicative negation, a negative nom¬ 
inal compound formed with the prefix a(n) —here: 
an-upalabdhi —affirms a state of affairs other than the 
negated one. Nonperception is thus explicated as another 
perception, that is, as the perception of a specific object 
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other than the absentee—not perceiving an entity like a 
jar is nothing other than perceiving an empty spot on the 
ground. 

In Dharmaklirti’s earliest work, the Pramanavarttika, 
this claim is adopted because the alternative considera¬ 
tion of nonperception as the mere absence of a percep¬ 
tion would result in specific antinomies, such as an 
infinite justificational regress. As an absence of a percep¬ 
tion, nonperception itself would have to be established 
with the help of a further instance of nonperception, and 
so forth. Once nonperception is assumed to be the per¬ 
ception of another object, it can be established through 
the intrinsic self-awareness of that perception. In its most 
developed form in the Hetubindu, the absence of the 
absentee is likewise explained away as the presence of the 
perceived object, and the argumentation acquires a more 
reductive ontological flavor. In addition, the otherness of 
the absentee and the object perceived in its stead is nar¬ 
rowed down to one where, if both objects existed, they 
would have to mix within one perception. Prabhakara, 
the Mlmamsa philosopher who rejects Kumarila’s sepa¬ 
rate instrument of knowledge, is credited with a similar 
view that identifies the nonperception of one object with 
the perception of another that lacks the absentee. How¬ 
ever, as his statements in the Brhatl are highly elliptic, fur¬ 
ther details of his theory and its historical and theoretical 
relationship to Dharmaklirti’s remain obscure. 

Dharmaklirti’s commentators contrast his account 
with that of his teacher, Isvarasena (late sixth/early sev¬ 
enth century), whose works are lost. Isvarasena is said to 
have understood nonperception as the simple absence of 
the absentee’s perception, based on the notion of a simple 
negation (prasajyapratisedha), which, like that of implica¬ 
tive negation ( paryudasa ), was developed in grammatical 
literature. As a counterpart to implicative negation, sim¬ 
ple negation involves only the denial of an action—here: 
perception—and does not further imply the affirmation 
of a different state of affairs. It is not known whether 
Isvarasena developed his theory of nonperception, which 
he is said to have assumed as a third instrument of knowl¬ 
edge besides perception and inference, merely to solve 
specific problems of the theory of inference, or whether 
he intended it as a general theory of negative knowledge. 

See also Atomic Theory in Indian Philosophy; Brahman; 
Causation in Indian Philosophy; Knowledge in Indian 
Philosophy; Liberation in Indian Philosophy; Medita¬ 
tion in Indian Philosophy; Philosophy of Language in 
India; Self in Indian Philosophy; Truth and Falsity in 
Indian Philosophy; Universal Properties in Indian Phi¬ 
losophy. 
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NELSON, LEONARD 

(1882-1927) 

Leonard Nelson, a German critical philosopher and the 
founder of the Neo-Friesian school, was born in Berlin. 
After studying mathematics and philosophy he qualified 
for teaching as a Privatdozent in the natural science divi¬ 
sion of the philosophical faculty at Gottingen in 1909. In 
1919 he was appointed extraordinary professor. 

THE CRITICAL SCHOOL 

Nelson’s philosophical work was concerned mainly with 
two problems: the establishment of a scientific founda¬ 
tion for philosophy by means of a critical method and the 
systematic development of philosophical ethics and phi¬ 
losophy of right and their consequences for education 
and politics. 

Nelson’s search for a strictly scientific foundation 
and development of philosophy soon led him to critical 
philosophy. Nelson took the Critique of Pure Reason to be 
a treatise on method and regarded the critical examina¬ 
tion of the capacities of reason as its decisive achieve¬ 
ment. Through this critique alone could philosophical 
concepts be clarified and philosophical judgments traced 
back to their sources in cognition. Therefore, Nelson 
undertook a close examination of the thought of Jakob 
Friedrich Fries (1773-1843), the one post-Kantian 
philosopher who had concentrated on Immanuel Kant’s 
critical method, carried it further, and tried to clarify its 
vaguenesses and contradictions. 

While Nelson was still a student, he began to collect 
Fries’s writings. These were not easily available, for Fries 
was hardly known at that time; when he was mentioned 
at all in philosophical treatises, it was as the representative 
of an outmoded psychologism. In his own first works 
Nelson attempted to defend Fries against this reproach. 
Together with a few friends whom he had interested in 
Fries’s philosophy, he began to publish a neue Folge (new 
series) of Abhandlungen der Fries’schen Schule in 1904— 
the same year in which he wrote his doctoral dissertation 
on Fries. A few years later he founded, together with these 
same friends, the Jakob-Friedrich-Fries-Gesellschaft to 
promote the methodical development of critical philoso¬ 
phy. 

CRITICAL METHOD AND CRITIQUE 
OF REASON 

In his own writings devoted to the critical method, Nel¬ 
son distinguished between the critique of reason and two 


misinterpretations of it, transcendentalism and psycholo¬ 
gism. The critique of reason was to prepare the grounds 
for a philosophical system and to give this system an 
assured scientific basis by means of a critical investigation 
of the faculty of cognition. Posing the problem in this way 
seems to require the critique of reason and the system of 
philosophy to be adapted to each other in such a way that 
either the critique of reason must be developed a priori as 
a philosophical discipline, because of the rational charac¬ 
ter of philosophy, or philosophy must be conceived as a 
branch of psychology, since the investigation of knowl¬ 
edge by means of the critique of reason belongs to psy¬ 
chology. Transcendentalism sacrifices the main 
methodical thesis of the critique of reason, that the high¬ 
est abstractions of philosophy cannot be dogmatically 
postulated but must be derived from concrete investiga¬ 
tion of the steps leading to knowledge. Psychologism fails 
to recognize the character of philosophical questions and 
answers, which is independent of psychological concepts. 

Kant did not unequivocally answer the question 
whether the critique of reason should be developed as a 
science from inner experience of one’s own knowledge or 
as a philosophical theory from a priori principles. His 
subjective approach, according to which philosophical 
abstractions should be introduced by a critique of the fac¬ 
ulty of cognition, indicates the first interpretation, but in 
carrying out his investigations—and in the asserted par¬ 
allelism between general and transcendental logic as well 
as in the demand for a transcendental proof of meta¬ 
physical principles—Kant tacitly assumed the second 
interpretation and interpreted the theorems of the cri¬ 
tique as a priori judgments. Fries, who was mainly con¬ 
cerned with countering the contemporary tendency to 
develop Kant’s teaching in the direction of transcenden¬ 
talism, took the subjective approach and developed it 
consistently from inner experience, without, however, 
transforming philosophical questions and answers into 
psychological ones. The boundary between Fries’s work 
and psychologism is not so clear, and for this reason most 
of his critics misunderstood his philosophy as a psychol- 
ogistic system, albeit not a consistent one. 

Nelson solved the problem that philosophy based on 
the critique of reason seemed necessarily to lead either to 
transcendentalism or to psychologism by proving that 
both tacitly assume that a basis of knowledge must con¬ 
sist of proving philosophical principles from theorems of 
the critique of reason. If the theorems of the critique and 
the foundations of the philosophical system were in fact 
related to each other in the same way that the premises 
and conclusions of logical problems are related, then 
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indeed the critique of reason and philosophy would have 
to be identical—that is, they would both have to be either 
empirical and psychological or rational and a priori. By 
investigating the problem of the critique of reason Nelson 
showed that and why this premise is mistaken: The cri¬ 
tique serves to clarify one’s understanding of the origin of 
philosophical notions and of their function in the human 
cognition of facts. Cognition is an activity of the self, 
motivated by sensual stimulation; data acquired by sen¬ 
sual stimulation are related to one another by cognition 
of the surrounding world. The function of the critique of 
reason is to demonstrate the connecting ideas in this 
process and the assumed criteria by which these ideas are 
applied by analyzing the concrete steps in cognition and 
to follow these connecting ideas back to their origin in 
the cognitive faculty by means of psychological theory; it 
is not its function to prove the objective validity of the 
principles in which these criteria are expressed. These 
principles themselves are of a philosophical rather than a 
psychological nature. They cannot be derived from the 
statements of the critique; indeed, since they are the basic 
assumptions of all perception, they cannot be derived 
from any judgments more valid than they are. 

CRITIQUE OF REASON AND PHILOSOPHY. The con¬ 
nection between the critique of reason and the system of 
philosophy, according to this theory, is not one of logical 
proof; it is derived, rather, from “reason’s faith in itself,” as 
Fries put it, from the fact that all striving for knowledge 
assumes faith in the possibility of cognition. This faith is 
faith in reason, inasmuch as reason is the faculty of cog¬ 
nition instructed by the stimulation of the senses. This 
faith is maintained by the agreement of cognitions, but it 
cannot be further checked or justified by a comparison of 
cognitions with the object cognized. This sets an unsur¬ 
passable limit to the provability of cognitions. Nelson 
expressed this in his paper on the impossibility of the the¬ 
ory of knowledge, in which he understood the theory to 
be an attempt to investigate scientifically the objective 
validity of cognition. In contrast, the critique of reason 
should limit itself to investigating the direction in which 
faith in cognition is in fact turned. 

In carrying out this investigation Fries and Nelson 
distinguished between indirect cognition, supported by 
some other claim to truth, and direct cognition, which 
simply claims the faith of reason and which therefore nei¬ 
ther needs nor has any justification, even when it is 
obscure and enters consciousness only in its application 
as a criterion for the unity of sensually perceivable iso¬ 
lated cognition. Fries and Nelson, in agreement with 
Kant, considered the criteria which belong solely to rea¬ 


son to include the pure intuition of space and time and 
their metaphysical combinations according to the cate¬ 
gories of substance, causality, and reciprocal action. 

NATURAL PHILOSOPHY. Nelson’s interpretation of 
cognition led him to the problem of a mathematical nat¬ 
ural philosophy that had been sketched by Kant and fur¬ 
ther developed by Fries; this philosophy established a 
priori an “armament of hypotheses” for the empirical- 
inductive investigation of natural laws. It coincided in 
fact with the basic principles of classical mechanics and 
thereby came into conflict with modern physics. Nelson 
neither minimized this conflict nor confused it with 
problems of the principles of critical natural philosophy. 
He saw physics as being in the process of a radical 
changeover to modern theories, which had by no means 
yet been ordered into a conflict-free system comparable 
to that of classical physics. He was sure that every physi¬ 
cal theory must go beyond the data provided by observa¬ 
tion and experiment in developing concepts and making 
assertions. And he was convinced that the positivistic, 
antimetaphysical tendencies of contemporary physicists 
promoted a tacit and therefore uncritical metaphysics. 
Without himself being able to solve the conflict that had 
arisen within critical philosophy, he was convinced the 
progressive clarification of modern theories would lead 
back to a physics based on classical mechanics. 

CRITICAL ETHICS 

BASIC PRINCIPLES. Nelson systematically applied the 
critical method in his studies in practical philosophy— 
ethics in the broadest sense of the word, including phi¬ 
losophy of right and philosophically based educational 
and political theory. He added his own critique of practi¬ 
cal reason to those of his predecessors. He developed his 
own processes, both for what he called abstraction 
(analysis of the assumptions underlying practical ethical 
value judgments) and for determining, by an empirical 
study of value judgments, “the interests of pure practical 
reason,” that is, ethical demands put to the human will by 
reason itself. It is these interests that make value judg¬ 
ments possible. Nelson derived two basic ethical princi¬ 
ples from these interests: the law of the balanced 
consideration of all interests affected by one’s own deeds 
and the ideal of forming one’s own life independently, 
according to the ideas of the true, the beautiful, and the 
good. These two principles were linked by the fact that, 
on the one hand, the law of balanced consideration, as a 
categorical imperative, determines the necessary limiting 
condition for the ideal value of human behavior; on the 
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other hand, the ideal of rational self-determination leads 
to the doctrine of the true interests of man and finds in 
these interests the standard for a balanced consideration 
of conflicting interests. 

NELSON’S SYSTEM. From these two principles alone 
Nelson developed his system of philosophical ethics; he 
limited himself to such consequences as could be derived 
from these principles purely philosophically—without 
the addition of experience—but he attempted to grasp 
them completely and systematically. In this he was influ¬ 
enced, first, by his interest in systematically and strictly 
justifying the assumptions used in every single step and 
the logical connections of the concepts appearing in the 
principles and, second, by his interest in applying this 
practical science. The principles demonstrated are formal 
and permit determination of concrete ethical demands 
only through their application to given circumstances as 
justified by experience. But it is precisely this application 
of the principles to the world of experience that requires 
preparatory philosophical investigation if the application 
is to be guarded against hasty generalization of single 
results, in which changing circumstances are not taken 
into account, and against opportunistic adaptation to cir¬ 
cumstances without regard for the practical conse¬ 
quences of ethical principles. In the system as a whole, 
ethics and philosophy of right appear side by side. Nelson 
distinguished between them according to different ways 
of applying the law of balanced consideration. As a cate¬ 
gorical imperative, this law demands of the human will 
the balanced consideration of other persons’ interests 
affected by its actions. By its content it determines the 
duties of the individual by the rights others have with 
regard to him; in this respect it is related to communal life 
and thereby provides a criterion for the value of a social 
order. Nelson defined this criterion as the concept of the 
state of right, by which he meant the condition of a soci¬ 
ety in which the interests of all members are protected 
against wrongful violation. Ethics, by this definition, is 
concerned with the duties of the individual; philosophy 
of right is concerned with the state of right. To each of 
these disciplines Nelson added another concerned with 
the conditions of realizing the values studied by them: 
philosophical pedagogics, as the theory of the education 
of man to the ethical good, and philosophical politics, as 
the theory of the realization of the state of right. 

VALIDITY OF ETHICAL PRINCIPLES. The logically 
transparent construction of the entire system reveals 
clearly that the principles behind all further develop¬ 
ments are strictly valid in all cases but can be applied only 


through full consideration of the concrete circumstances 
in each individual case; since they are objectively valid, 
they are not subject to arbitrary decisions and are valid 
even in cases where human insight and will fail to under¬ 
stand them; but they are justified only by reference to rea¬ 
son, which makes possible for each individual the 
autonomic recognition of these standards and the critical 
examination of their applications. Thus, the demands of 
equality for all before the law and of equality of rights are 
compatible with the demand to differentiate according to 
given circumstances; and the demands of force against 
injustice remain linked to those of freedom of criticism 
and of public justification for the legal necessity of certain 
coercive measures. Such coercive measures are particu¬ 
larly necessary when the freedom of man to form himself 
rationally within the framework of his own life is threat¬ 
ened; this freedom can be threatened because man’s true 
need for it is at first obscure and can therefore be mis¬ 
taken and suppressed. 

Nature and chance. One conclusion appears again 
and again, determining the structure of the whole system. 
In each case it is a question of fighting with chance, to 
which the realization of the good is subject in nature. 
What happens in nature is, according to the laws of 
nature, dependent on the given circumstances and on the 
forces working through them, which are indifferent to 
ethical values: Under the laws of nature it is a matter of 
chance whether what should happen is in fact what hap¬ 
pens or whether ethical demands are ignored. But what 
ethics demands should not be subject to chance but 
assured by the human will. Following this line of thought, 
Nelson derived the law of character in ethics, which 
demands from man the establishment of a basic willing¬ 
ness to fulfill his duty, by which he makes himself inde¬ 
pendent of given concrete circumstances; his inclinations 
and the influences on his will may or may not be in agree¬ 
ment with the commands of duty. 

In the philosophy of right Nelson correspondingly 
finds certain postulates. These determine the forms of 
reciprocal action in society which alone assure just rela¬ 
tions between individuals; among them are public justice, 
prosecutability, the law of contract, and the law of prop¬ 
erty. The transitions from ethics to pedagogy and from 
philosophy of right to politics are made in the same spirit. 
Education, among the many influences on man, should 
strengthen or create those elements that develop his 
capacity for good and oppose those that could weaken 
this capacity. Politics is concerned with the realization 
and securing of the state of right determined by the pos¬ 
tulates of philosophy of right. This problem leads to the 
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postulation of a state seeking the rule of law and having 
the power to maintain itself against forces in society 
opposing the rule of law. A sufficiently powerful federa¬ 
tion of states is necessary to regulate the legal relation¬ 
ships between states. 

The same conclusion is reached in the last section of 
Nelson’s System der philosophischen Rechtslehre und Poli- 
tik. Here again, in a state of nature it is a matter of chance 
to what degree states realize the rule of law or violate its 
demands, unless men having insight into justice and 
moral will work to transform the existing state into a just 
state. These men must interfere in the struggle between 
social groups and parties and must themselves band 
together into a party. In this case, therefore, the ideal of a 
just state leads to that of a party working to achieve it. 

FREEDOM AND NECESSITY. The conflict between nat¬ 
ural necessity and man’s freedom and responsibility 
impelled Nelson’s thinking. Ethical standards are valid for 
human action in nature and are therefore directly rele¬ 
vant to two apparently mutually exclusive forms of legal¬ 
ity: The theoretical form, according to which everything 
that happens in nature (including human behavior) is 
determined by natural laws working through the existing 
powers, and the practical one, which presents the human 
will with duties that can either be violated and ignored or 
become man’s purpose. 

Thus on the one hand Nelson insisted that demon¬ 
strated ethical standards be maintained without compro¬ 
mise and rejected the skeptical assumption that man, as a 
limited creature of nature, was incapable of maintaining 
them; this assumption he considered a sacrifice of known 
ethical truth, a mere excuse for those who were able but 
not willing. On the other hand, he expected the human 
will to act according to the strongest motivation of the 
moment, without any guarantee from nature that this 
motivation would direct man toward what is ethically 
required. For this reason he rejected any speculation that 
in a state of nature the good would pave its own way. 

Within the framework of the critique, Nelson thor¬ 
oughly examined the question of how man’s freedom 
could be reconciled with this natural law. He sought the 
answer in the doctrine of transcendental idealism that 
human knowledge is limited to the understanding of rela¬ 
tionships in the sphere of experience but cannot achieve 
absolute perception of reality itself. In the consciousness 
of his freedom, which is indissolubly bound to the knowl¬ 
edge of his responsibility, man relates himself by faith to 
the world of that which is real in itself and superior to the 
limitations of nature. Nelson unified the two points of 


view by connecting two results of his investigations of the 
critique of reason: the principle of the existence of pure 
practical reason, which as a direct moral interest makes 
moral insight and moral motivation possible, and the 
principle of the original obscurity of this interest, accord¬ 
ing to which it does not determine judgment and will by 
its very existence but rather requires enlightenment and is 
dependent on stimulation. 

EDUCATION AND POLITICS. Concern with the realiza¬ 
tion of ethical requirements led Nelson beyond his philo¬ 
sophical work to practical undertakings, in which he gave 
primary emphasis to politics, particularly to political 
education. 

Toward the end of World War I Nelson collected a 
circle of pupils and coworkers who were willing to 
undergo intensive education and discipline in prepara¬ 
tion for the political duties imposed by ethics and philos¬ 
ophy of right. Together with these pupils he founded the 
Internationaler Jugendbund and in January 1926 devel¬ 
oped his own political organization, the Internationaler 
Sozialistischer Kampf-Bund. In 1924 he opened a “coun¬ 
try educational institution,” Landerziehungsheim 
Walkemiihle, directed by his coworker Minna Specht. 
Here youths and children were trained in a closely knit 
educational and working community for activity in the 
workers’ movement, until the school was closed and 
appropriated by the National Socialists in 1933. 

As a teacher and educator Nelson had a strong effect 
on his pupils. He led them by masterly Socratic discus¬ 
sions to a clarification and critical examination of their 
own convictions, and he required them to carry out what 
they had recognized as just and good in their actions with 
the same consistency that he demanded of himself. 
“Ethics is there in order to be applied.” 

See also Epistemology; Epistemology, History of; Ethics; 
Fries, Jakob Friedrich; Kant, Immanuel; Neo-Kantian¬ 
ism; Psychologism. 
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NEMESIUS OF EMESA 

(fl. c. 390) 

Nemesius of Emesa was the author of a treatise, De 
Natura Hominis (On the nature of man), which is the ear¬ 
liest extant handbook of theological or philosophical 
“anthropology.” All that is known of his life is that he was 
probably bishop of Emesa in Syria. 

As a Christian, Nemesius viewed the Bible as his pri¬ 
mary authority, but he derived the content of his work 
chiefly from Galen’s On the Use of the Parts of the Body, 
which is superior to Nemesius’s treatise both in thor¬ 
oughness and originality; from Origen’s Commentary on 
Genesis; and from some commentators on Aristotle, a few 
works by the Neoplatonist Porphyry, and doxographical 
materials. His subjects and sources can be outlined as fol¬ 
lows: Ch. 1, man in the creation (Galen, Origen); Chs. 
2-3, the soul and the body (doxographical, Porphyry, 
Galen); Chs. 4-5, the body and the elements (Galen); 
Chs. 6-14, the faculties of the soul, including human 
development, the senses, thought and memory, reason 
and speech (Galen, Porphyry); Chs. 15-28, the parts of 
the soul, the passions, and such matters as the nutritive 
and generative faculties and respiration (mostly Galen); 
Chs. 29-41, freedom, possibility, and fate (commentaries 
on Aristotle, Neoplatonists); Chs. 42-44, providence (in 
part ultimately from Posidonius, in part from Christian 
theologians). 

In the last part of his book (Chs. 35ff.), Nemesius 
turns from minimizing the function of free will in human 
affairs (deliberation concerns only indifferent possibili¬ 
ties) to an elaborate attack upon the Stoic doctrine of fate 
and teaching about destiny. Utilizing Aristotle’s distinc¬ 
tion between voluntary and involuntary acts, he insists 
that men actually have free will, that its extent can be dis¬ 
covered (interrelated with the action of providence), and 
that it was given to mutable men so that they might 
become immutable. The work ends abruptly and seems to 
lack a conclusion. 

Nemesius argued that the soul is an incorporeal 
being and is therefore immortal (in his opinion the latter 
point is also proved by the Bible). The problem of how it 
is united with the body is solved (Chs. 20-21) by follow¬ 
ing the Neoplatonist Ammonius. “Intelligibles” are capa¬ 
ble of union with things adapted to receive them, but in 
such a union they remain confused and imperishable. 
The soul is “in a body” not locally but “in habitual rela¬ 
tion of presence.” From this analysis Nemesius turns in 
Ch. 22 to discuss the union of the divine Word with his 
manhood—as William Telfer points out, thus reversing 
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the usual patristic argument. Nemesius claims that the 
union in Christ is therefore not by “divine favor” but is 
“grounded in nature.” 

See also Aristotle; Galen; Neoplatonism; Origen; Philo¬ 
sophical Anthropology; Porphyry. 
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NEO-KANTIANISM 

“Neo-Kantianism” is a term used to designate a group of 
somewhat similar movements that prevailed in Germany 
between 1870 and 1920 but had little in common beyond 
a strong reaction against irrationalism and speculative 
naturalism and a conviction that philosophy could be a 
“science” only if it returned to the method and spirit of 
Immanuel Kant. These movements were the fulfillment 
of Kant’s prophecy that in a hundred years his philosophy 
would come into its own. 

Because of the complexity and internal tensions in 
Kant’s philosophy, not all the Neo-Kantians brought the 
same message from the Sage of Konigsberg, and the 
diversity of their teachings was as great as their quarrels 
were notorious. At the end of the nineteenth century the 
Neo-Kantians were as widely separated as the first- 
generation Kantians had been at its beginning, and the 
various Neo-Kantian movements developed in directions 
further characterized by such terms as Neo-Hegelian and 
Neo-Fichtean. But whereas G. W. F. Hegel, Friedrich 
Schelling, Johann Gottlieb Fichte, and others had used 
the words of Kant while being alien to their spirit, the 
Neo-Kantians were, on the whole, faithful to the spirit 
while being revisionists with respect to the letter. 


Attempting to legitimize their revisions by the ipsissima 
verba of Kant, they established the craft of “Kant-philol- 
ogy” and began an analysis of Kant’s texts that had not 
been equaled in microscopic punctiliousness except in 
the exegesis of the Bible and of a few classical authors. 
Hans Vaihinger’s immense commentary on the first sev¬ 
enty pages of the Critique of Pure Reason (Commentar zu 
Kants “Kritik der reinen Vernunft,” 2 vols., Berlin and 
Leipzig, 1881-1893) is an exemplar of this craft and 
industry. 

Neo-Kantianism grew out of the peculiar social- 
cultural situation of German science and philosophy, and 
in turn it constituted a new academic situation with many 
characteristics of a long intellectual fad. Most of the 
groups of Neo-Kantians had their own journals—the 
Philosophische Arbeiten at Marburg, Logos at Heidelberg, 
the Annalen der Philosophie und philosophischer Kritik of 
Vaihinger, and the Philosophische Abhandlungen at Got¬ 
tingen. ( Kant-Studien , like the Kant Gesellschaft, was open 
to all.) Doctrines were known by the names of the uni¬ 
versities where they originated; men entered and left the 
movement as if it were a church or political party; mem¬ 
bers of one school blocked the appointments and promo¬ 
tions of members of the others; eminent Kant scholars 
and philosophers who did not found their own schools or 
accommodate themselves to one of the established 
schools tended to be neglected as outsiders and con¬ 
temned as amateurs. As many as seven distinct schools 
have been described by historians, but they do not agree 
on the programs, heresies, and bona fide membership of 
each school. 

THE BEGINNINGS 

So far as an intellectual movement can be said to have a 
beginning at a specific moment of time, Neo-Kantianism 
began with the publication at Stuttgart in 1865 of Otto 
Liebmann’s Kant und die Epigonen, whose motto—“Back 
to Kant!”—has become famous. German philosophy was 
generally weak toward the middle of the nineteenth cen¬ 
tury; there was less interest in it, and less ability among its 
practitioners, than at perhaps any other time in modern 
German history. Earlier in the century, when Kant’s phi¬ 
losophy had been submerged first in the great idealistic 
systems and then in those of nature-philosophy, there 
had been modest calls for a return to Kant (for instance, 
by I. H. Fichte, the son of J. G. Fichte, and by Ernst Rein¬ 
hold, the son of K. L. Reinhold) as a means of escape from 
the kinds of philosophy that Kant would have held to be 
impossible and that seemed more and more to offer 
nothing of value to German cultural life as a counterbal- 
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ance to the materialism attendant upon the flourishing of 
natural science, technology, and national economy. How¬ 
ever, in the decade preceding Liebmann’s book there had 
been signs of change. 

ZELLER AND EISCHER. Eduard Zeller (1814-1908), in 
his Heidelberg lecture, Ueber Bedeutung und Aufgabe der 
Erkenntnistheorie (published Heidelberg, 1862), called for 
a return to epistemology; and this, he spelled out explic¬ 
itly, meant a return to Kant. Kuno Fischer (1824-1907), 
the greatest historian of philosophy at that time and the 
teacher of Liebmann, Johannes Volkelt, and Wilhelm 
Windelband, in 1860 published a monumental book on 
Kant ( Kants Leben und die Grutidlagen seiner Lehre, 
Mannheim and Heidelberg) that presented, in a form still 
useful although outmoded in details, a picture of Kant 
that could not but excite interest in and study of Kant. In 
1865 Fischer initiated a great controversy with Adolf 
Trendelenburg on the proper interpretation of Kant’s the¬ 
ory of space; this controversy mobilized most of the 
philosophical public in Germany on one side or the other, 
including Trendelenburg’s pupil Hermann Cohen, who 
had hitherto concentrated mostly on Plato. 

HELMHOLTZ AND LANGE. Two other men, Hermann 
von Helmholtz and F. A. Lange, almost simultaneously 
with Liebmann made their spiritual pilgrimage to 
Konigsberg. 

Helmholtz. Hermann von Helmholtz (1821-1894), 
then Germany’s greatest scientist, had been arguing for 
years for a view whose origin he found in Kant. The doc¬ 
trine of specific energies of sensory nerves had led him to 
a theory of the subjectivity of sensory qualities, which he 
regarded as signs of unknown objects interacting with 
our sense organs; he then extended this commonly held 
view to the conclusion that space itself is dependent upon 
our bodily constitution. This theory made it possible for 
Helmholtz to argue that there could be alternative spaces 
and geometries, each appropriate to a particular kind of 
nervous apparatus and necessary to the being so consti¬ 
tuted, but none of them picturing the real structure of the 
world. Thus, while Helmholtz gave up Kant’s theory of 
the unique status of Euclidean geometry, he held that his 
own theory of space was in keeping both with Kant’s the¬ 
ory and with the most modern work in mathematics, 
physics, and physiology. Moreover, in his theory of 
unconscious inferences he accepted the Kantian theory 
that perception involves judgment. The guiding principle 
in such unconscious inference is the a priori principle of 
causation, which extends our knowledge no further than 
possible experience, but gives us the right to posit 


unknown causes of our sensations. Helmholtz vigorously 
rejected metaphysics but extolled philosophy as an ancilla 
to science. Both the strengths and the obvious weaknesses 
of Helmholtz’s Kantianism were effective in making a 
return to Kant seem fruitful to science, for it meant that 
the greatest of German thinkers could be used on the side 
of science, against metaphysics. 

Lange. The year 1866 saw the publication of 
Friedrich Albert Lange’s Geschichte des Materialismus 
(Iserlohn and Leipzig; translated by E. C. Thomas as His¬ 
tory of Materialism, 3 vols., London, 1877-1879). Lange, 
who was born in 1828 and died, while professor of phi¬ 
losophy at Marburg, in 1875, wrote his massive but read¬ 
able book to point out the metaphysical mysteries and 
pretensions of materialism, which traditionally claimed 
to be only a courageous but unspeculative extension of 
the results of science into regions previously occupied 
only by theology and superstition. Like Helmholtz, Lange 
held that the sensible world is a product of the interaction 
between the human organism and an unknown reality. 
The world of experience is determined by this interac¬ 
tion, but the organism itself is only an object of experi¬ 
ence, and it is to be understood by psychology and 
physiology. Causality, needed in all such sciences, is a 
mode of thought necessary to a mind constituted like 
ours; processes and principles of thought have physiolog¬ 
ical bases. Thus, materialism (although a phenomenal 
materialism, since matter itself is only a phenomenon) is 
the most likely truth about reality so far as it can be 
known. But what of Kant’s intelligible world? Lange com¬ 
pletely rejected Kant’s teaching of the rational necessity of 
the structure of an intelligible but unknowable world; he 
held that our views of it are only products of poetic fancy 
(.Dichtung ). While Lange defended materialism as a doc¬ 
trine of reality (phenomena) that serves as a bulwark 
against theology and metaphysics, he held that because 
knowledge is not man’s whole goal, Dichtung is also 
important. “Man needs to supplement reality [about 
which materialism is the best truth we know] with an 
ideal world of his own creation,” and this is a world of 
value “against which neither logic nor touch of hand nor 
sight of eye can prevail” ( History of Materialism, Vol. Ill, 
pp. 342 and 347). 

Two things stand out in the works of these precur¬ 
sors—if not direct progenitors—of Neo-Kantianism. 
Their Kantianism was exclusively theoretical, oriented 
entirely around the Critique of Pure Reason and neglectful 
or disdainful of Kant’s practical philosophy. This puts 
them in the line of development of German positivism, a 
line that goes from them through Alois Riehl and the fic- 
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tionalist Hans Vaihinger to Ernst Mach and Moritz 
Schlick. Their Kantianism was also psychological and 
even physiological—the a priori elements they acknowl¬ 
edged were dependent upon the human constitution; the 
transcendental and logical aspects of Kant’s work were 
neglected or rejected. In this respect they were followed 
by Hans Cornelius (1863-1947) and by Richard 
Honigswald (1875-1947), a pupil of Riehl. 

METAPHYSICAL NEO-KANTIANISM 

Theoretical and physiological Kantianism was in the air 
when the twenty-five-year-old Liebmann published his 
manifesto. Kant und die Epigonen argued that Kant made 
one great mistake: believing in the existence of the thing- 
in-itself. This belief, however, was not an essential part of 
Kant’s doctrine, but only a dogmatic residue that could be 
removed without damage to the rest of the system. How¬ 
ever, Fichte, Schelling, Hegel, Jakob Friedrich Fries, 
Johann Friedrich Herbart, and Arthur Schopenhauer 
either did not recognize the belief that there is a thing-in- 
itself as an error (for instance, Schopenhauer) or, while 
recognizing it as an error, made analogous errors in their 
efforts to correct it (Fichte’s transcendental ego is as 
unknowable and unthinkable as the thing-in-itself). The 
weaknesses thus introduced into their systems were fatal, 
since they depended upon a concept that Kant had only 
inadvertently admitted. Hence, none of them could be 
followed; one had to return to their common source, 
remove its error, and apply this improved Kantianism to 
present problems. 

While Liebmann’s first book showed remnants of a 
psychological interpretation of Kant, his next book, Zur 
Analysis der Wirklichkeit (Strasbourg, 1876) argued for a 
strictly transcendental “logic of facts” whose inspiration 
was as much Spinozistic as Kantian. In this book Lieb¬ 
mann stood close to the Marburg school, at least in his 
conclusions. However, in his later Gedanken und Tat- 
sachen (2 vols., Strasbourg, 1882-1901) he admitted the 
need and argued for the possibility of a “critical meta¬ 
physics” as a “rigorous consideration of human views and 
hypotheses about the essence of things,” growing out of 
“deep-rooted, ineradicable spiritual needs and intellec¬ 
tual duty” (ibid., 2nd ed., Vol. II, p. 113). His critical 
metaphysics makes hypotheses about the transcendent 
and the unknowable, but leaves open a field for value 
decisions that do not depend on claims to valid knowl¬ 
edge, but only on our wills as they are nurtured by cul¬ 
ture. In this line of thought Liebmann seemed to draw 
closer to the Heidelberg school, but even in his earlier 
work there were anticipations of Windelband’s famous 


analysis of the differences between historical and scien¬ 
tific knowledge. 

RIEHL. Less openly metaphysical than Liebmann’s was 
the realistic Neo-Kantianism of Alois Riehl (1844-1924). 
In contrast to Liebmann, Riehl insisted that Kant held to 
the real existence of things-in-themselves and that this 
concept is essential to Kant’s—and to any sound—theory 
of knowledge. He asserted that Kant proved only that 
things-in-themselves cannot be known by pure reason, 
not that they are not known mediately in sense percep¬ 
tion. Phenomena are simply their modes of appearance; 
they are not in a different ontological realm, but are 
merely actualizations of their Aristotelian potentialities in 
the context of a mind. The laws of the organization of 
phenomena are transcendentally (not psychologically) 
based on the activity of self-consciousness; their specific 
characteristics depend on the reality of that of which they 
are appearances. All knowledge is or can become scien¬ 
tific; philosophy is nothing but a theory of science; meta¬ 
physics is “an opiate of the mind.” 

Nevertheless, Riehl believed it both unavoidable and 
legitimate to reason hypothetically from phenomena to 
reality, for metaphysical hypotheses cannot be entirely 
excluded from science itself. He argued, for instance, for a 
double-aspect psychophysical theory of the relationship 
between mind and the world, for a partial duplication of 
phenomenal laws in the real world, and for complete 
determinism. The tone of his philosophy, however, was 
somewhat positivistic; he said he acknowledged “the 
metaphysical” but not “metaphysics.” With wis- 
senschaftliche (scientific) philosophy he contrasted unwis- 
senschaftliche philosophy, or classical speculative 
metaphysics, which he rejected; and with both he con¬ 
trasted nichtwissenschaftliche philosophy as a practical 
discipline for the realization of humanly created values 
(Wertbegung and Geistesfiihrung). In his later life he was 
most concerned with the latter. 

OTHER METAPHYSICAL INTERPRETATIONS. Another 
realistic metaphysical interpretation of Kant was given by 
the Kant philologist Erich Adickes (1866-1928) in his 
Kants Lehre von der doppelten Affektion unseres Ich 
(Tubingen, 1929). 

Other attempts at “critical metaphysics” on a Kantian 
basis were made by Johannes Volkelt (1848-1930) and by 
Friedrich Paulsen (1846-1908). The former’s Kants 
Erkenntnistheorie (Leipzig, 1879) and the latter’s Entwick- 
lungsgeschichte der Kantischen Erkenntnistheorie (Leipzig, 
1875) tried to show that Kant himself was an idealistic 
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metaphysician malgre lui. Later works designed to bring 
out the metaphysics in Kant were by Max Wundt ( Kant 
als Metaphysiker, Stuttgart, 1924), Heinz Heimsoeth (arti¬ 
cles collected in Studien zur Philosophie Immanuel Kants, 
Cologne, 1956), and Gottfried Martin (Kant, Ontologie 
und Wissenschaftslehre, Cologne, 1951; translated by P. G. 
Lucas as Kant’s Metaphysics and Theory of Science, Man¬ 
chester, U.K., and New York, 1955). Martin Heidegger’s 
Kant und das Problem der Metaphysik (Bonn, 1929; trans¬ 
lated by J. S. Churchill as Kant and the Problem of Meta¬ 
physics, Bloomington, IN, 1962) presented an extreme 
form of this view but falls outside the scope of Neo- 
Kantian intentions. 

MARBURG NEO-KANTIANISM 

By the standards of recent philosophy Marburg Neo- 
Kantianism, or panlogistic transcendental philosophy, 
was no less metaphysical, but by the standards of the time 
its orientation around the “fact of science” seemed to 
make it at least antispeculative. In launching the journal 
of the Marburg school, Hermann Cohen and Paul Natorp 
wrote: “Whoever is bound to us stands with us on the 
foundation of the transcendental method.... Philosophy, 
to us, is bound to the fact of science, as this elaborates 
itself. Philosophy, therefore, to us is the theory of the 
principles of science and therewith of all culture” 
(Philosophische Arbeiten, Vol. I, No. 1,1906). 

HERMANN COHEN. Hermann Cohen (1842-1918), a 
younger colleague of Lange’s at Marburg, rejected the 
naturalism he believed to be inherent in the Kantianism 
of Helmholtz, Lange, and Liebmann. They were wrong in 
thinking philosophy should begin with an analysis of 
consciousness and should show how conscious human 
beings apply concepts to the data of sensation in order to 
produce phenomenalistic world pictures that are distin¬ 
guished from things as they are. The fact to be under¬ 
stood is not this highly dubious psychological process; the 
fact is science itself and, in ethics, it is not human motives 
and aspirations and feelings of duty but the fact of civil 
society under law as constructed in the science of 
jurisprudence. Kant himself had tried to understand “the 
fact of science and culture,” but he failed to separate this 
fact from dubious psychological and phenomenological 
facts he seemed to be dealing with. 

Logic for Cohen is not at all psychologistic; it is not 
even formal. The very notion of formal logic presupposes 
something not formal: data drawn from some other 
source, be it pure intuition or perception. Logic, as Cohen 
saw it, is the logic of knowledge, not the logic of empty 


thought; it is the logic of truth, in which any assertion 
gains its status as true solely by virtue of its systematic 
position in a body of universal laws that, in turn, require 
each other on methodological grounds. Thought, Cohen 
taught, accepts nothing as given and is not true of any¬ 
thing independent of it—certainly not of intuitional 
data, as Kant believed. Thought generates content as well 
as form, and the content of self-contained thought is real¬ 
ity itself as object and goal of knowledge. This extrava¬ 
gant panlogism was based on Cohen’s ingenious 
interpretation of the history of the differential calculus, 
which he saw as the logic of mathematical physics. Not 
number and not observed motion, as Kant believed, are 
given as raw data to science; rather, the mathematical dif¬ 
ferential, which is not given at all but is created by 
thought, is the necessary device for the creation of nature 
as object of possible experience: “This mathematical gen¬ 
eration of motion [by integration of the derivative] and 
thereby nature itself is the triumph of pure thinking” 
(Logik der reinen Erkenntnis, Berlin, 1902, p. 20). Through 
an interpretation of Kant’s teachings concerning intensive 
magnitudes of sensations, Cohen saw in the method of 
the calculus a paradigm of the category of origin 
(Ursprung ) and the logical process of production ( Erzeu- 
gang) to which every fact owes its reality; that is, its posi¬ 
tion in a logically necessary scheme. 

Through the work of thought on its own materials, 
Cohen believed he could dispense with all independent 
givens in knowledge. Nothing is given (gegeben); all is 
problematic ( aufgegeben ). Fact is that which is completely 
determined by thought. The thing-in-itself is not a thing 
at all. It does not exist, but is only a thought of a limit 
( Grenzbegriff) to our approach to a complete determina¬ 
tion of things as they are; that is, as they would fully sat¬ 
isfy systematic thought. 

Cohen’s pupil Ernst Cassirer spoke of him as “one of 
the most resolute Platonists that has ever appeared in the 
history of philosophy.” When Cohen said, for example, 
“Thinking itself produces what is to be held to be” (ibid., 
p. 67; cf. p. 402), he was not speaking of thought as a 
process in an individual. “Thought” is not the name of a 
process, but refers only to the corpus of the unending his¬ 
tory of science. To be, then, is to be thought, but not to be 
thought in somebody’s consciousness; to be thought 
means to be asserted under valid and immanent a priori 
principles that inescapably determine the unique struc¬ 
ture of mathematical physics. Cohen was as much of a 
dogmatist as Kant himself with regard to the structure of 
science. 
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The original stages of Cohen’s teachings are found in 
his three commentaries on Kant ( Kants Theorie der 
Erfahrung, Berlin, 1871; Kants Begrundung der Ethik, 
Berlin, 1877; Kants Begrundung der Aesthetik, Berlin, 
1889), one on each Critique. They are continuous criti¬ 
cisms of all of Kant’s “givens”; for example, experience, 
intuition, categories, duty, things-in-themselves. The final 
stages are contained in his three systematic works ( Logik 
der reinen Erkenntnis, Berlin, 1902; Ethik des reinen Wil¬ 
letts, Berlin, 1904; Aesthetik des reinen Gefuhls, 2 vols., 
Berlin, 1912), which parallel the three Critiques. At its 
midpoint Cohen’s thought was close to the contemporary 
rejections of psychologism by Alexius Meinong and 
Edmund Husserl; at its end it would have taken only the 
“bathos of experience,” to use Kant’s words, to change it, 
in principle, into a kind of positivism or even historicism. 

NATORP. The principal thinker among the second gen¬ 
eration of Marburg Neo-Kantians was Paul Natorp 
(1854-1924). It fell to him to deal with the new develop¬ 
ments in science (especially the theory of relativity, in his 
Die logischen Grundlagen der exakten Wissenschaften, 
Leipzig, 1910) by penetrating to a deeper level of method¬ 
ology than Cohen could reach in his own work, which 
was largely restricted to classical mathematics and 
physics. 

More important, it was Natorp’s task to introduce 
the whole field of psychology into the body of knowledge 
considered and understood in Cohen’s way, and thereby 
to fill the lacuna Cohen left between Bewusstsein iiber- 
haupt (consciousness in general, the “fact” of science) and 
the limited individual human consciousness. Natorp’s 
Einleitung in die Psychologie (Freiburg, 1888) and his All- 
gemeine Psychologie nach kritischer Methode (Tubingen, 
1912) attempted, first, to apply Cohen’s transcendental 
method to psychology instead of leaving it exposed to the 
naturalistic methods of Cohen’s and Natorp’s rivals, such 
as Riehl. In this attempt Natorp came close to results like 
those of Wilhelm Dilthey without, he thought, having to 
draw his relativistic, skeptical, and historicistic conclu¬ 
sions. And, second, these books attempted to bridge the 
gap between the objective world of phenomena and the 
nonphenomenal, nonnatural self that possessed the 
knowledge of the phenomenal world. Cohen had moved 
so far from Kant toward Hegel that it was for him an 
almost insignificant accident that individual men and 
women know anything; Bewusstheit (known-ness), not 
Bewusstsein (consciousness), was important for him. 
Natorp had to undertake another almost Copernican rev¬ 
olution against objective panlogism without at the same 


time naturalizing the knowing subject, which would have 
led to relativism and skepticism. 

He performed the first part of his task by the classi¬ 
cal Kantian move of seeing empirical ego and empirical 
object as standing in a necessary correlation with each 
other, not as independent phenomena; the latter part he 
accomplished by insisting that the pure ego cannot be an 
object—it is as much a Grenzbegriff as the thing-in-itself. 
For Natorp the objective and the subjective were not two 
realms, either opposed to each other or one including the 
other. Rather, they were two directions of knowledge, 
objectification and subjectification, each starting from 
the same phenomenon and each employing the transcen¬ 
dental method of categorial constitution, resolution into 
Ursprung and Erzeugung. Just as Cohen’s antipsychologis- 
tic panlogism had brought him close to Husserl’s Logische 
Untersuchungen, Natorp’s linking of psychology and pan¬ 
logism brought him close to Husserl’s Ideen ; and it is easy 
to see how Nicolai Hartmann, Natorp’s pupil, could move 
over into the phenomenological camp (J. Klein, “Hart¬ 
mann und die Marburger Schule,” in Nicolai Hartmann, 
der Denker und sein Werk, by Heinz Heimsoeth and 
Robert Heiss, Gottingen, 1952). 

CASS I RE R The last great representative of Marburg Neo- 
Kantianism was Ernst Cassirer (1874-1945), whose works 
on the philosophy of science continued the line of argu¬ 
ment initiated by Natorp and show some close resem¬ 
blances to positivism. Cassirer’s most important 
contribution, however, was to extend the Marburg con¬ 
ception of Erzeugung to the whole range of human cul¬ 
ture (language, myth, art, religion, statecraft), ending not 
in panlogism but in “pansymbolism.” 

Other important Marburg Neo-Kantians were 
Rudolf Stammler (1856-1938) in the philosophy of law; 
Karl Vorlander (1860-1928), the historian of philosophy 
and the leading Kantian socialist ( Kant und der Sozialis- 
mus, Berlin, 1900; Kant und Marx, Tubingen, 1911); 
Artur Buchenau (1879-1946), Albert Gorland 
(1869-1952), and Arthur Liebert (1878-1946). A moder¬ 
ate form of Marburg Neo-Kantianism is represented in 
America by W. H. Werkmeister ( The Basis and Structure of 
Knowledge, New York, 1948). 

GOTTINGEN NEO-KANTIANISM 

In strong reaction against Marburg there arose, at the 
beginning of the twentieth century, the Neo-Friesian 
school in Gottingen, under the leadership of Leonard 
Nelson (1882-1927). Jakob Friedrich Fries (1773-1843) 
had interpreted Kant psychologically, not transcenden- 
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tally; in this he was followed by Jurgen Bona Meyer 
(1829-1897) in his Kants Psychologie (Berlin, 1870). 
Lange and Helmholtz were psychologistic in their Kan¬ 
tianism, taking the results of experimental psychology as 
having a bearing on the a priori. Nelson, on the contrary, 
professed to avoid psychologism and its attendant skepti¬ 
cism by using psychological introspection to discover the 
principles of experience in the spontaneity of reason; 
these principles could then be deduced (in the Kantian 
sense) from the analysis of experience into its necessary 
conditions. In this, Nelson developed the views of Fries, 
whom he defended against the accusation of psycholo¬ 
gism, and opposed the psychological or physiological 
interpretations of the experimental and empirical psy¬ 
chologists. 

Kant’s transcendental deduction was regarded by 
Nelson as circular if it was meant as a proof; it began with 
the experience (science, mathematics, morality) it was 
meant to justify. The circle might have been broken by 
Kant’s subjective deduction, but this was jettisoned in the 
second edition of the Critique. Nelson proposed to 
reestablish it, or rather to put his own deduction into its 
place. Upon introspection, we find principles we know 
immediately to be true and that we hold by a Cartesian¬ 
like “principle of the self-confidence of reason.” The dis¬ 
covery of these self-evident principles is a psychological 
process; the principles, however, are not psychological but 
metaphysical in Kant’s sense; that is, as a priori synthetic 
truths based on concepts, not on intuition. They are 
shown to be the same as those uncovered by a transcen¬ 
dental analysis of science and ordinary experience. (In 
ethics Nelson followed an analogous procedure.) In this 
way Nelson thought he could use psychology without 
falling prey to either naturalism or skepticism. A good 
example of his method is to be found in the well-known 
Das Heilige (Gotha, 1917; translated by J. W. Harvey as 
The Idea of the Holy, New York, 1958) by Nelson’s col¬ 
league Rudolf Otto. Nelson never had the influence in 
Germany that was enjoyed by many other Neo-Kantians, 
although he was revered by many disciples in fields 
related to philosophy. There has recently been an 
increased interest in his work, and several English trans¬ 
lations have appeared. 

HEIDELBERG NEO'KANTIANISM 

The Heidelberg school of Neo-Kantianism, led by 
Windelband and Heinrich Rickert, was not restricted to 
the University of Heidelberg, and is sometimes known as 
the Baden school or the Southwest German school of 
Neo-Kantianism. Wilhelm Windelband (1848-1915) was 


the most eminent historian of philosophy of his time, 
with the possible exception of Dilthey. Like Dilthey, he 
did not succeed in working out a complete system of phi¬ 
losophy, but certain of his ideas were decisive for the 
more systematic work of his followers in Heidelberg. His 
most characteristic doctrine was that the epistemological 
problem is really a problem in axiology; a judgment is 
known to be true not by comparison with an object 
(thing-in-itself) but by its conformity to an immediately 
experienced obligation to believe it. The teaching for 
which Windelband is chiefly remembered, however, was 
his distinction between natural and historical sciences as 
nomothetic and ideographic (law-giving and picturing 
the unique individual), respectively. The elaboration of 
these two points led to the systematic priority of axiolog¬ 
ical criteria to epistemological criteria, to the theory of 
the parallelism of norms and cultural consciousness, and 
to efforts to develop a Kantian categorization of historical 
and cultural experience. 

RICKERT. The great system builder of the Heidelberg 
school was Heinrich Rickert (1863-1936), professor in 
Freiburg and then Windelband’s successor in Heidelberg. 
Rickert, like Windelband, regarded judging as a form of 
valuing, truth being the value intended by this act. There 
are two realms of objects that may be judged; that is, that 
are objects of knowledge—the sensible world of science 
(about which Rickert accepted most of Kant’s views) and 
an intelligible world of nonsensuous objects of experi¬ 
ence that we know not by perception but by understand¬ 
ing ( Verstehen ). These latter are cultural objects (history, 
art, morality, institutions). Although not reducible to 
sense and thus not under the categories of nature, they 
are not metaphysical but are within experience and cor¬ 
respond, roughly, to Hegel’s objective spirit. Both cultural 
objects and nature, as objects, require (in the Kantian 
manner) a correlative subject that cannot be objectified. 
This is “the third realm of being,” which Rickert calls 
“pro-physical”; it is Kant’s transcendental ego and Hegel’s 
subjective spirit. There is a fourth realm of being, the 
metaphysical proper, which is only an object of faith (in 
the Kantian sense) and which we refer to in religion and 
in the transition from scientific philosophy to Weltan¬ 
schauung. 

By keeping the ethical “this side” of the division 
between the experiential and the metaphysical, Rickert 
was able to bring about a closer liaison between the theo¬ 
retical and the practical than Kant had established. The 
primacy of practical reason does not, for Rickert, mark 
the supremacy of valuing over knowing, but signifies the 
valuational dimension of knowing itself. Autonomy is 
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thus the basis not only of ethics but also of thought even 
in science. Rickert criticized the Kantian conception of 
experience as too thin; not only nature, but also history, 
must be categorized out of the heterogeneous continuum 
of data, and from these categorizations arise the nomo¬ 
thetic and ideographic disciplines. In all these points 
Rickert was under the influence of both Fichte and Hegel, 
but his conceptual framework remained Kantian: a tran¬ 
scendental nonobjectifiable basis (realm 3) for experience 
(realms 1 and 2) and an unknown realm of objects of 
faith (realm 4). 

OTHERS. Other important Heidelberg Neo-Kantians 
were Hugo Mtinsterberg (1863-1916), Jonas Cohn 
(1869-1947), Bruno Bauch (1877-1942; Wahrheit, Wert 
und Wirklichkeit, Leipzig, 1923), and Richard Kroner 
{Von Kant bis Hegel, 2 vols., Tubingen, 1921-1924). Kro¬ 
ner’s Kant’s Weltanschauung (Tubingen, 1914, translated 
by J. E. Smith, Chicago and Cambridge, U.K., 1956) is the 
only presentation in English of the characteristic Heidel¬ 
berg interpretation of the historical Kant. 

SOCIOLOGICAL NEO-KANTIANISM 

Several philosophers close to Lebensphilosophie and con¬ 
cerned with the methodology of the Geisteswissenschaften 
were influenced by Kant’s doctrine that we categorially 
construct the world of experience and that speculative 
metaphysics is impossible as science, but instead of hav¬ 
ing theories concerning the transcendental origin of the 
structural factors, they found the origin of the world of 
experience in the social situation. The most important of 
these philosophers were Wilhelm Dilthey (1833-1912), 
who is not usually characterized as a Neo-Kantian 
although Kantian elements are present in his thought, 
and Georg Simmel (1858-1918). 

At various times Simmel took different attitudes 
toward, or at least emphasized different aspects of, Kan¬ 
tianism—the psychologistic and pragmatic, the transcen¬ 
dental, and the sociohistorical. He held that categories 
develop in the course of history, and that the structures of 
Hegel’s objective spirit are historical products that cannot 
be taken ready-made for analysis in the Marburg manner. 
“[Even] the kind of science humanity has at any given 
moment depends upon the kind of humanity it is at that 
moment” ( Hauptprobleme der Philosophie, Leipzig, 1910, 
Ch. 1). Because forms cannot be discerned except in the 
specific contents in which they appear, no categorial sys¬ 
tem is capable of structuring all experience. Different 
types of individuals have different styles for this structur¬ 
ing, and cultures are identified by their production of 


specific a priori forms for knowledge, the experience of 
values, and images of the world as a whole (systems of 
metaphysics). 

Between the Heidelberg tradition and the Dilthey- 
Simmel position there were Max Weber (1864-1921) and 
Eduard Spranger. Neo-Kantian elements in the sociology 
of knowledge are especially clear in the works of Max 
Adler ( Das Soziologische in Kants Erkenntniskritik, 
Vienna, 1924) and Karl Mannheim (1893-1947). 

Windelband said, “To understand Kant means to go 
beyond Kant.” Most of the philosophers dealt with here 
did go beyond Kant, and their later works contained little 
that was specifically Kantian. Even the movements as a 
whole were more explicitly Kantian in their early periods 
than in their later ones. All this was to be expected of 
active and creative minds and groups. By the end of 
World War I, Neo-Kantianism as an institution ceased to 
be a dominant force in German intellectual life, partly 
through the death of most of its leaders and partly 
through defection. Rapid changes in logic and natural 
science favored the more pragmatic systems of positivism 
in Berlin, Prague, and Vienna; the greater experiential 
resources of phenomenology favored the rival school in 
Freiburg, Munich, and Cologne; the German cultural cri¬ 
sis called for Lebensphilosophie and speculative meta¬ 
physics. None of these movements, however, was free of 
Kantian elements, which might not have been passed on 
to them but for the Neo-Kantians’ rediscovery of Kant. 
Their Neo-Kantian heritage has given repeated confirma¬ 
tion of an aphorism attributed to Liebmann: “You can 
philosophize with Kant, or you can philosophize against 
Kant, but you cannot philosophize without Kant.” 

See also Cassirer, Ernst; Causation: Philosophy of Sci¬ 
ence; Cohen, Hermann; Dilthey, Wilhelm; Fichte, 
Johann Gottlieb; Fischer, Kuno; Fries, Jakob Friedrich; 
Hegel, Georg Wilhelm Friedrich; Heidegger, Martin; 
Helmholtz, Hermann Ludwig von; Herbart, Johann 
Friedrich; Honigswald, Richard; Husserl, Edmund; 
Irrationalism; Kant, Immanuel; Kantian Ethics; Lange, 
Friedrich Albert; Liebert, Arthur; Liebmann, Otto; Log¬ 
ical Knowledge; Mach, Ernst; Mannheim, Karl; Materi¬ 
alism; Meinong, Alexius; Natorp, Paul; Nelson, 
Leonard; Otto, Rudolf; Paulsen, Friedrich; Positivism; 
Psychologism; Rationalism in Ethics; Reinhold, Karl 
Leonhard; Rickert, Heinrich; Riehl, Alois; Schelling, 
Friedrich Wilhelm Joseph von; Schlick, Moritz; 
Schopenhauer, Arthur; Simmel, Georg; Spranger, 
(Franz Ernst) Eduard; Vaihinger, Hans; Weber, Max; 
Windelband, Wilhelm. 
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See Mani and Manichaeism 


NEOPLATONISM 

GENERAL CELARACTERIZATION 

Neoplatonism was the dominant philosophical current in 
late antiquity, and it had a lasting influence in the Middle 
Ages when it was adopted by Christian and Muslim 
thinkers. The term Neoplatonism was coined in the late 
eighteenth century and was used (in a rather pejorative 
sense) to distinguish authentic Platonism (as found in 
Plato’s dialogues) from the later systematization and 
transformation(s) it underwent in the third through fifth 
centuries, starting with Plotinus. 

By using the term Neoplatonism, historians of phi¬ 
losophy wanted to dissociate themselves from the per¬ 
spective that for centuries had determined, if not 
distorted, the interpretation of Plato. Yet Plotinus would 
have been surprised if he had known he would once be 
called a Neoplatonist. Lie never intended to be anything 
other than a faithful interpreter of Plato’s doctrines, com¬ 
ing, as he saw it, after centuries of neglect and distortion 
during which Stoicism and Aristotelianism had set the 
philosophical agenda, and true, that is, dogmatic, Platon¬ 
ism had, as it were, gone underground in order to survive. 
This is also how Augustine presents the history of the Pla¬ 
tonic Academy in his Against the Academics: “Once the 
clouds of errors had been dispelled, Plato’s face, which is 
the most pure and bright in philosophy, shone forth, 
above all in Plotinus. This Platonic philosopher is consid¬ 
ered to be so similar to Plato that one could believe that 
they had lived together; but as there is so much time 
between them, one should think that Plato revived in 
him.” (XVIII 41). One and a half centuries later, Proclus, 
in his Platonic Theology hails Plotinus and his followers 
Porphyry, Iamblichus, and all others following him, until 
his master Syrianus (d. 437CE), for having restored Pla¬ 
tonism in its original splendor. 

PLOTINUS’S RENEWAL OF PLATONISM. What then 
was so innovative in Plotinus’s interpretation of Platon¬ 
ism to praise him so lavishly and to consider him as the 
founder of Neoplatonism? Plotinus came after two cen¬ 
turies of Platonic revival (in handbooks since Karl 
Praechter (1858-1933), this period is commonly called 
Middle Platonism). This does not mean that Plato had 
ever been neglected during the Hellenistic period. His 
dialogues, however, seem to discuss problems without 
arriving at a definite solution, they use dramatic scenery 
and mythological stories, and do not always provide con¬ 
cordant views. It may have seemed impossible to find in 
the works of Plato a systematic philosophy that could 
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compete with that of the Stoics. This could explain why a 
skeptic, nondogmatic interpretation of the dialogues pre¬ 
vailed for a long time. In the schools of the early Roman 
Empire, however, Plato was rediscovered as a dogmatic 
author, and Platonists attempted to systematize his views 
in handbooks and explain them in commentaries. Many 
innovations attributed to Plotinus are already present in 
the Platonists of the first centuries (such as Atticus, Alci- 
nous, and Numenius of Apamea). Recent research has 
questioned the distinction between Middle and Neopla¬ 
tonism and stressed once again the continuity of the Pla¬ 
tonic tradition. In fact, the debate over the right 
interpretation of Plato’s philosophy had already started in 
the Old Academy. Neoplatonism is in many respects a 
development of tendencies already present in the early 
school and even in the later dialogues of Plato himself as 
well as in his unwritten doctrines, in particular, in the 
speculations about the derivation of all beings from first 
principles. This continuity should not, however, make us 
underestimate the innovative character of Plotinus’s phi¬ 
losophy. 

The later tradition has always seen the doctrine of 
the three hypostases—Soul, Intellect, the One (or the 
Good)—as the most characteristic feature of Neoplaton¬ 
ism and has credited Plotinus with the first clear state¬ 
ment of this theory. Yet most elements of the doctrine are 
to be found in previous philosophers, as Plotinus himself 
admits, and, of course, in Plato’s own work. With all Pla¬ 
tonists, Plotinus strictly distinguishes the sensible from 
the intelligible realm. The sensible world is not a hyposta¬ 
sis, that is, it is not an independently subsisting reality, but 
depends for its being entirely on incorporeal principles 
that derive ultimately from the ideal Forms. Only what is 
incorporeal and intelligible can have hypostatic reality. 
Within this realm we have to distinguish between Soul, 
Intellect, and the One, which constitute an ascending 
series. This theory could strike one as a needless compli¬ 
cation of reality and not as its explanation. From a Neo¬ 
platonic view, however, these three hypostases are 
essential steps in the ultimate explanation of all that exits. 

Neoplatonism is, in fact, the most radical answer to 
the question that motivates Greek philosophy since 
Thales: What are the first principles of all things? To 
explain a complex reality such as this cosmos means to 
reduce it to the more simple elements from which it orig¬ 
inates. To explain the multiple, Plotinus argues, is to 
reduce it to its ultimate principle of unity ( anagoge eis 
hen). Whatever exists, exists thanks to its unity. For with¬ 
out unity a thing has no essence, no being, falls apart: A 
house would no longer be a house but a mere heap of 


stones; a living being not an organism but flesh and 
bones; the soul not a soul but a bundle of emotions, 
memories, thoughts, and so on. Unity, then, is much 
more fundamental than essence or form. For being 
depends on being one. As Plotinus puts it, being is a trace 
of the One. Neoplatonism does not primarily offer a the¬ 
ory of being, an ontology as can be found in the Aris¬ 
totelian metaphysics, but a doctrine of what is one and 
what ultimately explains unity and is therefore rather a 
henology. Proclus’s Elements of Theology start with the 
proposition that “every multiplicity in some way partici¬ 
pates in unity”. It is not itself, however, the One, but a uni¬ 
fied manifold, having unity as an attribute, and is 
therefore posterior to the One upon which it depends. 
For that reason no being can ultimately be explained by a 
principle of unity that is intrinsic to it. Unity that is par¬ 
ticipated in depends upon a transcendent principle of 
unity. Thus the living organism is one thanks to the soul 
giving life and unity to the body. The One must be iden¬ 
tified with the Good, since it is the proper function of the 
One to hold together all things and maintain them in 
existence, which is also the function of the Good. For to 
hold a thing together and make it one is to give it its per¬ 
fection and well-being whereas dispersion is the cause of 
its destruction and evil. Therefore, all things pursue unity 
as the good because they all strive to continue to exist and 
shun division as evil. Therefore, the One is to be identi¬ 
fied with the Good, and the origin of the procession 
(proodos ) of all things is also the end of their return 
( epistrophe ). 

In our search for an ultimate explanation, we will 
find always higher levels of unity until we arrive at the 
One itself. The whole sensible cosmos is one complex liv¬ 
ing organism wherein all things are connected in a chain 
of causes and linked by mutual sympathy, as the Stoics 
said. But what explains the unity and coherence of this 
world cannot itself be a material principle, such as the 
Stoic active principle, but has to be an incorporeal world 
soul. As Plato argued in the Timaeus, the soul is an inter¬ 
mediate between the sensible and the intelligible, the 
temporal and the eternal. But because it is incorporeal, 
the soul, at least the rational soul, is never entirely cut off 
from the intelligible world, not even when it is incarnated 
in a body. The soul, however, is not itself the origin of the 
specific forms and of the organic structure incorporated 
in this world. Whatever the soul (as demiurge or creative 
cause) conveys to this world derives from the ideal Forms 
contemplated by it. In fact, all production results from 
contemplation. If one subtracts from this sensible world 
matter, mass, spatial differences and time, coming to be, 
corruption and death and only understands what is 
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essential and eternal in it, one finds a wonderful organ¬ 
ism, an articulated system of specific forms, eternal 
objects of thought. This is the intelligible world, true real¬ 
ity and divine Intellect, as one perfect science that com¬ 
prehends in itself all being known in its essential 
structures. Although comprehending all forms eternally 
and at once, this self-thinking Intellect or Intelligible 
Being cannot be the ultimate explanation of the universe, 
as Aristotle thought. For it is characterized by the multi¬ 
plicity of the Forms and by the duality of thinker and 
object of thought. This leads Plotinus to a provocative 
conclusion that seems to go against the grain of philoso¬ 
phy itself: “For thinking itself does not come first either in 
reality or in value, but is second and is what has come into 
being when the Good [already] existed.” (V 6, 5, 5-6). 
This Good is, as Plato famously said, beyond ( epekeina ) 
thinking and being. It desires nothing, needs nothing. It 
is just One. Because it is nothing, it can be the origin of 
all things, not because it creates or produces them, but 
because they all come forth from its overflowing simplic¬ 
ity. Characteristic of Neoplatonism is this double tran¬ 
scendence: that of the Intelligible with respect to the 
sensible and that of the Good with respect to the Intelli¬ 
gible. 

A SPIRITUAL EXPERIENCE. The amazing success of 
Neoplatonic philosophy, also beyond the limited circle of 
pagan philosophers, cannot be explained solely by ele¬ 
ments of the doctrine. What made it so attractive was that 
it not only offered a theoretical understanding of reality, 
but also promised a way to ascend to the first principle of 
all, bringing the soul back to its own origin. Philosophy 
begins with the Delphic maxim know thyself, which is 
understood as an exhortation to return into thyself. “Go 
back into yourself and look,” says Plotinus (I 6, 9, 7). This 
epistrophe, or return, of the soul upon itself is also the 
beginning of the return to the intellect and the One from 
which the soul proceeded. For within itself the soul does 
not only discover its own essence but also has access to 
the intelligible world to which it belongs essentially. Plot¬ 
inus tells us of his personal experience: “Often I have 
woken up out of the body to my self and have entered 
into myself, going out from all other things. I have seen a 
beauty wonderfully great and felt assurance that then 
most of all I belonged to the better part; I have actually 
lived the best life and come to identity with the divine” 
(IV 8,1, Iff). The truly wise person therefore “has already 
finished reasoning and turned to himself: all is within 
him” (VI 5, 12 17-18). The three hypostases, Soul, Intel¬ 
lect, the One do not solely exist in nature: We find them 
in ourselves, at least if we first discover that we are a self 


Through a moral life we have to gather our self from the 
fragmentation of the daily needs of the body, which dis¬ 
tract our attention toward the outside. We are more than 
souls taking care of our body. We belong to the intelligi¬ 
ble world, or rather, each of us is the intelligible world, 
and in our deepest self, we are one, one with one another, 
one with the One cause of everything. 

The different hypostases of reality are not just three 
levels of reality; they are different levels of spiritual exis¬ 
tence, or different modes of being self. Neoplatonic phi¬ 
losophy is not just a theory about unity, for such a theory 
could never succeed on its own. It is an exhortation to 
find the one by becoming one and simple, eventually giv¬ 
ing up reasoning and explanation, just being one, or even 
going beyond being, by reaching an ecstatic experience. 
This unification with the One is not an alien supplement, 
not a denial of philosophy, but a realization and radical- 
ization of what always was the intention of philosophy: to 
reach the first principle; to overcome the distinction of 
knower and object known. 

NEOPLATONISM: THE FULFILLMENT OF HELLENIC 
CULTURE. Neoplatonism is not just an effort to offer a 
comprehensive understanding of the Platonic doctrines 
scattered all over the dialogues. It also integrates within 
this Platonic perspective the whole philosophical tradi¬ 
tion starting with Pythagoras. Aristotle himself is seen as 
essentially a Platonic thinker, at least if purified of the dis¬ 
tortions of some later Peripatetics. Without a full knowl¬ 
edge of the Aristotelian logical writings and his treatise 
On the Soul it is not possible to understand the subtle 
Neoplatonic theory of knowledge. Aristotle’s analyses of 
substance, matter and form, potency and act, quality and 
quantity, the different forms of causality provide the con¬ 
ceptual framework in which Plato’s arguments are con¬ 
strued. To the Neoplatonists we owe the great 
commentaries on Aristotle, which made possible the 
reception of his philosophy by the medieval thinkers. 
When Neoplatonism took over the intellectual hege¬ 
mony, after five centuries of being dominated by Sto¬ 
icism, it also adopted many Stoics doctrines, in particular 
(part of) their ethics, and their views on providence and 
fate. Thus, they secured it an influence beyond antiquity. 
In short, Neoplatonism not only comes at the end of 
ancient philosophy, it integrates, in a way, the whole 
philosophical tradition in all its richness and diversity, 
making a synthesis of what had been for a very long time 
opposing schools. 

In contrast to Plotinus, the later Neoplatonists 
became increasingly interested in the wisdom transmit - 


ENCYCLOPEDIA OF PHILOSOPHY 
2nd edition 


548 



NEOPLATONISM 


ted through the ancient religious traditions, not only the 
Hellenic religion (as it was known through Homer and 
Hesiod (c. 700 BCE) between the Orphic revelations), but 
also the arcane doctrines and rituals of the barbarians, in 
particular, the Egyptians and Chaldaeans. Of particular 
interest for the later development of the school were the 
so-called Chaldaean Oracles. These oracles offer, in epic 
hexameters, a mythical theogony and cosmogony of Pla¬ 
tonic inspiration. They are supposed to have been 
revealed by the gods to a certain Julian the Chaldaean and 
his son, the theurgist (c. 160-80 BCE). The term the-urgy 
(divine work) indicates certain ritual actions, which con¬ 
nect those who practice them with the gods. From 
Iamblichus onward, the Chaldaean Oracles gained a con¬ 
siderable authority comparable only to that of the sacred 
texts of Jews and Christians. This positive attitude toward 
the diverse religious traditions did not, however, include 
Christianity. Porphyry and Iamblichus wrote polemical 
treatises against the Christians and, following them, the 
emperor Julian, called the Apostate (331-363), even 
started persecuting them. They considered Christianity as 
a threat for the whole of Hellenic culture with its tradi¬ 
tion of education, literature, religious practices, and phi¬ 
losophy. The intolerant attitude of the Christians made it 
impossible to integrate their views together with the 
other religious traditions in one comprehensive Platonic 
theology. The growing opposition against Christianity 
may explain why Neoplatonic philosophy itself, from 
Iamblichus onward, became increasingly theological in its 
project. The Christian authors liked to point to the con¬ 
tradictions within the pagan philosophical tradition. 
They perceived all schools to have divergent opinions, 
which would almost naturally lead to skepticism. In 
response to this the Neoplatonists made an attempt to 
systematize and reconcile the most diverse doctrines from 
an overall Platonic perspective, integrating in it all that 
was valuable in the mythological and religious traditions. 
Just like the Christians they had their own sacred books 
(which were wonderfully in agreement with Plato’s wis¬ 
dom), and their theurgical practices could be seen as a 
rival to the sacramental practices of the Christians aiming 
for the salvation of the soul. 

At the end of antiquity, in particularly in the Athen¬ 
ian school, Neoplatonism had thus become the ideologi¬ 
cal justification of the old pagan culture wherein all the 
wisdom of the Hellenic tradition was integrated: the the¬ 
ology of Homer, Hesiod and Orpheus, Pythagoras, Par¬ 
menides, Plato himself, and also Aristotle and the Stoics. 


HISTORICAL SURVEY 

THE LEGACY OF PLOTINUS. Plotinus undoubtedly set 
off the Neoplatonic movement, though it is difficult to 
call him the founder of a school. His philosophy was in a 
way too original, too much linked to his own spiritual 
experience. Plotinus is provocative and daring in his 
expression, as he himself admits, as when he says that the 
soul is never fully distanced from the intellect. From a 
scholarly point of view, much in what he says remains 
unclear: How can the One be beyond all things and still 
be the power of all things; how can the One bring forth a 
multiplicity; what exactly is the role of the soul in the 
production of the World; and so on. Particularly chal¬ 
lenging was Plotinus’s philosophical appropriation of 
religion. The philosopher is the true priest who can 
ascend within himself to the divine principle of all. He 
has no need to go to temples, the gods “will come to him” 
(Vita Plotini, 10). Enough questions to stimulate further 
debate in the later school for over two centuries. 

It would wrong, indeed, to see Neoplatonism as a 
unified movement: There was considerable divergence 
within the school, with conflicting interpretations of 
Plato; different views on essential points of the doctrine, 
such as the status of the One and the explanation of the 
procession of all things; the relation between the Intellect 
and the intelligible and the status of the Ideas; the role of 
the demiurge in the creation of the sensible world; the 
function of demons and other intermediary beings; the 
nature of the soul and its relation to the intelligible world; 
and above all, the role of theurgy. Nevertheless, all shared 
a common doctrine, the three hypostases: the transcen¬ 
dence of the One, the distinction between the sensible 
and the intelligible, the return upon the self as the origin 
and the end of philosophy. 

The following survey shall sketch the main lines of 
the historical and institutional development of Neopla¬ 
tonism, referring to the relevant entries in this Encyclo¬ 
pedia for more in-depth studies of major figures. 

THE FIRST GENERATION AFTER PLOTINUS. After his 
arrival in Rome, Plotinus soon attracted to his lectures 
students and devotees who often belonged to the high 
Roman society. We are well informed about the intellec¬ 
tual climate in this close circle—about the texts that were 
read and the topics they discussed, about the interaction 
in the group—thanks to the Life of Plotinus written by his 
close disciple Porphyry as an introduction to his edition 
of the works of his master. As Porphyry tells us, Plotinus 
for a long time refused to write down his lectures. Only at 
the age of forty-nine, at the insistence of his students, did 
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he start scribbling down his arguments. It took Porphyry 
a great effort and a long time to make the texts ready for 
publication. The Enneads, as they were called (they con¬ 
sist of six groups of nine essays), were published about 
thirty years after the death of the master. This edition 
made the reputation of Plotinus and gave his thought a 
wide circulation beyond the circle of his immediate disci¬ 
ples. Soon a Latin adaptation of the work was made 
(probably a selection), which attracted enthusiastic read¬ 
ers among young intellectuals in Milan, as the example of 
Augustine shows. Porphyry also wrote a systematic intro¬ 
duction to Neoplatonic philosophy, the “Pathways to the 
Intelligible,” making abundant use of material from Plot¬ 
inus. Without the effort of Porphyry, the philosophy of 
Plotinus, this original individual, would never have had 
such an immense influence on the development of late 
antique and medieval thought. Porphyry defended the 
harmony of Plato and Aristotle (this is the title of one of 
his lost works) and contributed to the reception of Aris¬ 
totle’s works in the Neoplatonic curriculum as an intro¬ 
duction to the study of Plato. He wrote two 
commentaries on Aristotle’s Categories and a short Intro¬ 
duction (Eisagdge ) to the study of categories, which soon 
gained the authority of an Aristotelian treatise. 

In a famous treatise (the concluding part of which is 
known as Ennead II 9 [33]), Plotinus attacked some 
Gnostic Christians and defended the beauty of the Cos¬ 
mos against their dualistic views. Porphyry in his Against 
Christians launches a direct attack against the Christians. 
This anti-Christian outlook would also be that of the later 
school. Despite his anti-Christian polemics, Porphyry has 
a great interest in the diverse religious traditions as a 
source of wisdom. He is the first philosopher to pay atten¬ 
tion to the Chaldaean Oracles and is fascinated by the 
theurgical rituals as a means to achieve the salvation of the 
soul (that is, the return of the soul to God). But, maybe 
under the influence of Plotinus, he adopted a more intel¬ 
lectual interpretation of religion, which led him to ques¬ 
tion theurgy and other aspects of the Egyptian religion 
(for which he would be criticized by Iamblichus). Hence, 
Porphyry limits the efficacy of theurgical practices to the 
lower degrees of salvation (those concerned with the 
purification of the pneumatic body and the lower soul) 
while demanding strictly philosophical means for achiev¬ 
ing the union with the One. 

THE SYRIAN SCHOOL OF IAMBLICHUS. The Syrian 
Iamblichus stayed for some time as a student with Por¬ 
phyry in Rome. He had, however, diverging views on 
many issues and did not hesitate to attack Porphyry in 
writing. Having returned to his native Syria at the end of 


the third century, he set up his own school at Apamea. 
While Porphyry’s influence remained mostly limited to 
the Western part of the Empire (including the Latin tra¬ 
dition), Iamblichus left a definitive stamp on the devel¬ 
opment of Neoplatonism in the Greek world, both 
through his metaphysical speculations on the first princi¬ 
ples and his passionate defense of theurgical practices. 
Whereas Porphyry, interpreting Plotinus, intended to see 
the One as the summit of the Intellect, Iamblichus 
emphasizes even more the transcendence of the first prin¬ 
ciple, putting the Ineffable even beyond the One. Within 
the intelligible realm, he further distinguishes the purely 
intelligible from the intellectual level. And whereas Por¬ 
phyry, following Plotinus, identified the supreme part of 
the soul with the intellect, Iamblichus insists that the soul 
is a separate ontological entity, intermediate between the 
intelligible and the sensible and therefore lower than 
intellect. Situated between the soul and the intellectual 
gods, the classes of demons, angels, and heroes have an 
important mediating function. All this announces a ten¬ 
dency that will become dominant in the later develop¬ 
ment of the school: the introduction of ever more 
intermediaries in the procession from the One to the 
multiple to make the transition from one level to another 
less abrupt. It is also Iamblichus who introduces the dis¬ 
tinction between a non-participated and a participated 
status of a principle (such as soul or intellect). He also 
develops the triadic schema of remaining, procession, 
and reversion and applied this and other structures to dif¬ 
ferent ontological levels. Iamblichus seems to have devel¬ 
oped all important principles that support the 
architecture of Neoplatonic metaphysics. He also 
deserves credit for having established the educational 
canon of Plato’s dialogues as well as their reading order 
and for having developed the exegetical principles for the 
interpretation of Plato, the most important of which 
being the determination of the right scope or intention of 
a dialogue. Iamblichus also initiates the Pythagoreanizing 
trend in Neoplatonism. He considers Pythagoras as the 
real founder of the philosophical tradition in all of its 
branches and as the model of the philosophical life. Plato 
himself, so Iamblichus believes, was the most eminent 
exponent of that tradition. Iamblichus’s Pythagorean 
leanings also explain the heavy emphasis on mathematics 
as the most universal science, having applications in all 
possible branches of philosophy, not only in physics, and 
astronomy, but also in ethics and theology. For his 
attempt to fuse Pythagoras and Plato into one mathemat¬ 
ical-metaphysical system, Iamblichus could find inspira¬ 
tion in Neopythagorean authors of the first centuries CE, 
such as Nicomachus of Gerasa (c. 60-120 CE). 
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Even more important for the future development of 
the school is Iamblichus’s novel attitude to religious rites. 
He could not agree with Porphyry’s reserved rationalistic 
attitude toward religious practices and theurgy in partic¬ 
ular, as is evident from his anonymous reply to the latter’s 
Letter to Anebo (an Egyptian priest). Iamblichus’s reply, 
since the Renaissance known under the title On the Mys¬ 
teries of the Egyptians, is a comprehensive defense of reli¬ 
gious practices, magic, and sacrifices: 

It is not thought that links the theurgists to the 
gods: for otherwise what should prevent the the¬ 
oretical philosopher from enjoying a theurgic 
union with the gods? But this is not the case; 
theurgic union is attained only by the perfective 
operation of ineffable acts worthily performed, 
which are beyond all understanding, and by 
power of the unutterable symbols, which are 
intelligible only to the gods. 

By thus insisting on the necessity of the practice of theur¬ 
gic rites to accomplish the union with the gods, 
Iamblichus rejects, as E. R. Dodds notes, “the whole basis 
of the Plotinian intellectual mysticism” and “opens the 
door to all those superstitions of the lower culture which 
Plotinus had condemned in that noble apology for Hel¬ 
lenism, the treatise Against the Gnostics .” (Dodds 1963, p. 
XX with quotation of De myst. II 11). 

Some of Iamblichus’s students devoted a lot of atten¬ 
tion to the philosophical justification of magical and eso¬ 
teric practices. They set up a school in Pergamum that 
seems to have gained some reputation when one of its 
students, Julian, became emperor. Julian drew upon Neo¬ 
platonic philosophy in his attempt to restore pagan ritu¬ 
als and traditions against the increasing influence of the 
Christians. Sallustius (fl. fourth century CE), who pub¬ 
lished a small introductory manual of Neoplatonic theol¬ 
ogy On the Gods, was probably a member of the same 
school. 

THE ATHENIAN SCHOOL. The philosopher Plutarch of 
Athens (d. 432 ) gave a new inspiration to the Platonic 
Academy in Athens, which from then on adopted the 
philosophical style of Iamblichus. Although they no 
longer taught in the original building of the Academy, the 
successive heads of the school in Athens proudly consid¬ 
ered themselves to be the “ diadochoi ,” successors of Plato. 
Of Plutarch we have only indirect and fragmentary evi¬ 
dence. Proclus attributes to him an important role in the 
search for the right interpretation of the Parmenides. As 
a young student, he read with him Aristotle’s treatise On 
the Soul and Plato’s Phaedo. One would like to know how 


Plutarch attempted to reconcile the opposing views of 
Plato and Aristotle on the nature of the soul and its 
immortality, and on the origin of knowledge (anamnesis 
vs. abstraction). 

After Plutarch’s death in 432, Syrianus, a native from 
Alexandria, became the new head of the school. Of Syri¬ 
anus we have only a commentary on some books of the 
Metaphysics in which he is often very critical of Aristotle. 
He recognizes Aristotle’s great contribution in logic, 
ethics, and natural philosophy, even in theology. But, as 
he says, Aristotle’s attack on the doctrine of the first prin¬ 
ciples of Pythagoras and Plato (an in particular, the doc¬ 
trine of the Forms) is so unfair and shows so much 
misunderstanding that he felt compelled to defend the 
truth by showing Aristotle’s arguments to be invalid {In 
Metaph. 80, 4-81, 14.) 

When Syrianus died (c. 437), he was succeeded by 
Proclus who was born from a Lycean family still faithful 
to the old religion and had come from Alexandria to 
study philosophy in Athens. After a short term with 
Plutarch, Proclus continued his philosophical education 
under the guidance of Syrianus: “In less than two years 
Proclus read with him all of Aristotle’s treatises on logic, 
ethics, politics, physics, and the theological science which 
surpasses them all. When Proclus was suitably educated 
through those studies which, so to speak, are a kind of 
preparatory initiation, or lesser mysteries, Syrianus led 
Proclus to Plato’s mystagogy.” (Marinus, Life of Proclus, 
§13). 

Because of the loss of most of Syrianus’s, work, it will 
never be possible to determine which ideas and doctrines 
Proclus inherited from his master and which ones he con¬ 
tributed himself. But it is evident that Syrianus had a pro¬ 
found influence on Proclus, as the latter gratefully 
acknowledges: “It is he who has granted us the privilege 
of partaking in the philosophy of Plato as a whole and 
who has communicated to us what he had received in 
secret from those senior to himself, and, above all, who 
joined us with himself as co-celebrants of the mystical 
truth of the divine principles.” ( Theol. Plat. 11, p. 6.16-7.8 
ed. Saffrey-Westerink, transl. J. Dillon). As is clear from 
this text, Proclus understands his Platonic education not 
just as a transmission of a philosophical doctrine but as a 
revelation of a mystical truth coming from the gods 
through Plato, and even as an initiation in a mystery cult 
and a participation in a ritual practice of life. 

As we know from his biographer (and successor) 
Marinus (c. 440-c. 500), Proclus’s whole life was devoted 
to teaching and writing. He wrote commentaries on the 
Platonic dialogues that were part of the Neoplatonic- 
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school curriculum. The course started with the reading of 
the Alcibiades I, a dialogue about self-knowledge, which 
was regarded as an introduction to philosophy. The cur¬ 
riculum culminated in the explanation of the two major 
dialogues of the Platonic corpus, which were considered 
to incorporate the whole of Plato’s philosophy, namely 
the Timaeus (about the generation of the physical world), 
and the Parmenides (about the procession of all beings 
from the One). The commentaries of Proclus are master¬ 
pieces in their genre, as they not only offer a systematic 
interpretation of the text but also provide a wealth of 
information about the discussions within the Platonic 
tradition. In addition to his commentaries, Proclus owes 
his reputation to his two great syntheses of Neoplatonic 
philosophy, the Elements of Theology and the Platonic 
Theology. 

In the Elements of Theology, Proclus demonstrates in 
a geometrical way the most fundamental theorems of the 
theological or metaphysical science as he understands it. 
The first part examines the fundamental principles that 
govern the structure of all reality, such as the relation 
between the One and the many; cause and effect; whole 
and parts; transcendence and participation; procession 
and reversion; continuity and discontinuity. In the sec¬ 
ond part he expounds the procession of the divine prin¬ 
ciples (henads, intellects, souls). The Elements of Theology 
is without doubt his most original work, not so much 
because of its content (which offers the standard doctrine 
of the Athenian school) but because of its extraordinary 
attempt to develop the entire Neoplatonic metaphysics 
from a set of axioms. It also had a tremendous influence, 
in particular through the Arabic adaptation that was 
made in the ninth century in the circle of Al-Kindi 
(805-873). In the middle of the twelfth century, this Ara¬ 
bic treatise was translated into Latin. The Liber de Causis, 
as it was named, circulated as the work of Aristotle and 
thus obtained a great authority in medieval scholasticism. 
The systematic character of the Elements and its rigorous 
method make it the best introduction for the student not 
only to Proclus’s own thought but also to Neoplatonism 
in general. 

Proclus was convinced that the truth about the gods 
had been revealed in many different ways—in obscure 
oracles, myths, and symbols. It was his ambition to prove 
the harmony between Plato and the other sources of 
divinely inspired wisdom, in particular, the Chaldaean 
Oracles and the Orphic poems. In his view only a gen¬ 
uinely philosophical approach could offer the conceptual 
framework for such a comprehensive interpretation. One 
finds such a framework in the Parmenides if one adopts 


the theological interpretation of this dialogue developed 
first by Syrianus. The Platonic Theology, written at the end 
of Proclus’s life, is the perfect realization of this theologi¬ 
cal project—a pagan Summa of theology. 

It is difficult to evaluate the originality of a thinker 
who, in most of his works, proclaims to be nothing but a 
faithful follower of his master Syrianus. But it is Proclus 
who put his mark on the subsequent development of 
Neoplatonism in Byzantine, Arabic, and Latin medieval 
thought. His huge influence—much greater than that of 
Plotinus—could extend itself mainly through two impor¬ 
tant indirect channels of transmission: the Arabic adapta¬ 
tion of the Elements in the Liber de Causis, and the 
Christianization of his Platonic theology by Dionysius 
the Areopagite. The latter author pretends to be, and was 
for centuries believed to have been, the Dionysius men¬ 
tioned in the Acts of the Apostles who became Christian 
after the preaching of Saint Paul on the Areopagus (Acts 
17:34). This authorship gave this work an almost apostolic 
authority both in Byzantium and in Latin Europe. 
Although the real identity of this author still remains 
unknown, he probably was a Syrian Christian who fol¬ 
lowed classes in Athens at the end of the fifth century (he 
may even have been a direct disciple of Proclus). In his 
works, and in particular in his treatise On the Divine 
Names, he expounded the Christian doctrine of the tran¬ 
scendent God, of the Trinity, and of creation and incar¬ 
nation in terms of Proclus, eliminating references to the 
pagan religion and substituting the Christian sacred writ¬ 
ing for the Chaldaean Oracles. 

Among Proclus’s fellow students under Syrianus 
were Hermias, who would return to his hometown 
Alexandria and start teaching there, and Domninus of 
Larissa (c. 420-480), who had a predominantly mathe¬ 
matical interest and was criticized by Proclus for his 
unorthodox interpretation of Plato. 

On the further history of the Platonic school in 
Athens at the turn of the fifth century, inside information 
is provided by Damascius, the last head of the school, in 
his Life of Isidore (Isidore [fifth century] was his prede¬ 
cessor). Thanks to his energetic reforms and inspiring 
teaching, the Academy would revive one last time. Dam¬ 
ascius is known, among other things, for his commen¬ 
taries on the Philebus and the Parmenides, but above all 
things, for his treatise On the First Principles (De prin- 
cipiis). This work concludes a period of a thousand years 
of philosophical speculation on the first causes. Damas¬ 
cius has no ambition to develop a system that would sur¬ 
pass that of his predecessors. His own thought is 
primarily aporetic: He raises critical questions in the 
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margin of the doctrine of the principles as it had been 
developed in the Neoplatonic tradition and confronts it 
with all sorts of difficulties. When he risks a solution— 
and on many issues he can be very original (for instance, 
his doctrine on time)—he again calls it into question by 
raising new aporias. The most fundamental aporia is dis¬ 
cussed at the beginning. Is the first principle itself a part 
of the whole of which it is the principle? The first, it 
seems, is neither principle nor cause nor does it fit in any 
other category used to explain relations between beings: 
It is an ineffable nothing we have to postulate beyond the 
one whole. This ineffable is even beyond the One, which 
is the first principle of all things. More than any other 
Platonic philosopher, Damascius is aware of the precari¬ 
ous nature of all rational discourse when dealing with 
questions that go beyond the limits of what can be expe¬ 
rienced. About the first principles we can only speak by 
making use of analogies and indications. His sharp criti¬ 
cal mind does not, however, lead him to skepticism. If a 
philosophical explanation remains tentative and fragile, 
there is also the mythological tradition and religious 
practice, to which Damascius remains very devoted. In 
many ways his work is a wonderful swan song of pagan 
Hellenism. 

The renaissance of the Academy under Damascius 
may have been one of the reasons for its closing by a 
decree of the emperor Justinian (c. 482-565) in 529. The 
decree is one of the multiple measures of the emperor 
against pagans: They were formally excluded from all 
official positions, including teaching. According to the 
historian Agathias (536-582), Damascius, together with 
Simplicius, Priscianus the Lydian, and other philosophers 
went into exile at the court of King Chosroes (?—579) in 
Persia. After two years Chosroes concluded a peace treaty 
with Justinian, which contained a clause about the exiled 
philosophers: “They were free to return to their country 
and live quietly by themselves without being compelled to 
accept any belief against their conviction or to renounce 
the creed of their fathers” (Agathias, II, 28-32 ed. Keydell, 
transl. Westerink). Whether they returned to Athens or 
Alexandria or stayed in other places remains uncertain. 

ALEXANDRIAN SCHOOL. Alexandria had always been a 
city with a dynamic intellectual life, and it remained so in 
late antiquity though Christian theological debates now 
dominated the scene and church authorities set restric¬ 
tions to the teaching of pagan philosophy. A notorious 
case, symbolic of the changing times, is the lynching of 
Hypatia in 415 by a Christian mob. Educated by her 
father Theon (335-405), Hypatia had become an out¬ 
standing mathematician. What her philosophical inter¬ 


ests were are unknown, but among her admiring disciples 
was Synesius (c. 370-414), author of On Dreams of Neo¬ 
platonic inspiration, who also shows an interest in the 
Chaldaean Oracles even after he had become a Christian 
bishop. 

The first to introduce Neoplatonic philosophy in 
Alexandria was Hierocles (c.400-460 CE), who studied in 
Athens with Plutarch. He is the author of a commentary 
on the Golden Verses of Pythagoras and a treatise On 
Providence. In the introduction of the latter work, he crit¬ 
icizes “all those who try to break up the unanimity of 
Plato and Aristotle”. Thanks to his master Plutarch, he 
was educated in a tradition that harmonizes the thought 
of both great philosophers and goes back to Ammonius 
(c. 175-243 CE), who was teacher of Plotinus in Alexan¬ 
dria: “This man, Hierocles says, was the first to bring the 
teachings of Plato and Aristotle into one and the same 
view and to transmit a philosophy without factions to all 
his students.” This hermeneutical approach—different 
from the more polemical attitude to Aristotle of Syrianus 
and Proclus—would be continued in Alexandria by the 
following generations of philosophers and find its mag¬ 
nificent expression in the great commentaries on Aristo¬ 
tle of Simplicius. 

The leading Neoplatonic philosopher in Alexandria 
was another Ammonius (c. 440-526) who had come from 
Athens with his father Hermias. In his youth Ammonius 
followed courses with Proclus, and he would adopt the 
basic principles of the latter’s Neoplatonic synthesis. Of 
Ammonius, however, we possess only commentaries on 
Aristotle, one of which he wrote himself (on De Interpre- 
tatione), others of which were published in the form of 
lecture notes by his students. Since most of his teaching 
was devoted to the explanation of Aristotle’s logic and 
(meta-)physics, the typical Neoplatonic doctrines (the 
three hypostases; the procession of all things from the 
One; the structure of the intelligible world; the ascent and 
mystical union of the Soul) are rarely discussed and 
explained. Had we also had Ammonius’s commentaries 
on Plato, the picture might have been somewhat differ¬ 
ent. But it may also be the case that Ammonius inten¬ 
tionally avoided controversial subjects as he noticed the 
growing number of Christian students in his audience. 
The Alexandrian School was a much more open system of 
education than the Athenian Academy, which had in its 
last phase become somewhat of an esoteric group. How¬ 
ever, from the extant texts, it emerges that Ammonius had 
more interest in explaining the structure of the physical 
world than in elucidating the architecture of the intelligi¬ 
ble world. 
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Scholars have often said that the Alexandrian School 
represents a different kind of Platonism from that of 
Athens: 

In Athens the speculative, mystical, theurgic, and 
religious elements predominated; and that 
school remained to the end a stronghold of 
paganism. In Alexandria scholarly interests and 
a noncommittal exegesis of texts prevailed. The 
Platonism that the Alexandrian School pro¬ 
fessed was in some respects closer than that of 
the Athenian School to the pre-Plotinian ver¬ 
sion; thus, the doctrine of the ineffable One and 
the mystic union with it had no prominent 
place.... Thus, the “baptizing” of Greek philoso¬ 
phy—including the stress on those parts of the 
Aristotelian philosophy that were metaphysi¬ 
cally neutral—so often considered characteristic 
of the medieval period, was to a certain extent 
anticipated in Alexandria; after the Arab con¬ 
quest it was perhaps replaced by Tslamizing’.” 

Thus writes Ph. Merlan in the first edition of this Ency¬ 
clopedia, following the views of Praechter. Recent studies 
(in particular, by Ilsetraut Hadot), however, tend to min¬ 
imize the differences between the two schools. There were 
indeed very close relations, even family relations, between 
the members of both schools, and there was a lively intel¬ 
lectual exchange. All members were educated in the same 
tradition. The fact that some doctrines are less prominent 
in the extant works of the Alexandrians can be explained 
by the fact that only their work on Aristotle have come 
down to us. A close reading of the works of the Alexan¬ 
drian philosophers shows that they had fundamentally 
the same views on the most important metaphysical 
issues (such as the distinction between the demiurge and 
the absolute One) as their colleagues in Athens. And yet it 
cannot be denied that there are important differences 
between the two schools and that the view of Praechter 
and Merlan contains some truth. First, as noticed, there is 
the harmonizing, not polemical, approach to Aristotle. 
One may even go so far to say that the Alexandrians were 
primarily interested in presenting a Platonized Aristotle. 
Second, though Hadot may be right in denying that the 
Alexandrian thinkers return to a pre-Plotinian form of 
Platonism, they tend to simplify considerably the highly 
complicated Proclean system. Third, the philosophy of 
the school of Ammonius is less connected with openly 
pagan beliefs. The project of a comprehensive Platonic 
theology seems to be alien to them. According to Damas- 
cius (who speaks about it with contempt), Ammonius 
had concluded a pact with the patriarch Athanasius. We 


do not know what concessions he made to preserve the 
freedom of teaching in the school. Maybe he promised 
not to discuss certain doctrines contrary to Christian 
faith, such as the eternity of the world or the preexistence 
and reincarnation of the soul. 

Two of the most famous students of Ammonius 
deserve special mention: John Philoponus and Simpli¬ 
cius. The latter is rightly famous for his voluminous com¬ 
mentaries on the Physics, the De Caelo, and the Categories 
(the commentary On the Soul is not his work but proba¬ 
bly of his colleague Priscianus), which still are of great use 
to any interpreter of Aristotle. Simplicius attended 
Ammonius’s courses on Aristotle, but he mentions also 
Damascius as his teacher. This double education situates 
him somehow halfway between Alexandria and Athens. 
He is well acquainted with Damascius’s metaphysical 
speculations (on the procession of all things, on time and 
place), but never forgets the first intention of his work, 
which is to offer a faithful elucidation of the views of 
Aristotle in a Neoplatonic perspective. His commentaries 
also contain rich historical and doxographical informa¬ 
tion on the Presocratics (of whom he preserves many 
fragments), on Stoic philosophy, and on the later devel¬ 
opments of the Peripatetic and Platonic school. He also 
quotes long sections from Plato’s Dialogues and misses no 
opportunity to demonstrate that there is no contradic¬ 
tion between Plato and Aristotle in doctrinal matters. 
When Aristotle does seem to attack his master, so Simpli¬ 
cius argues, his critique only concerns the manner in 
which Plato expresses his views. For Plato often uses a 
narrative form and a metaphorical language, which, if 
taken literally, may lead the reader to erroneous views. To 
defend the harmony of Plato and Aristotle was for Sim¬ 
plicius also of great strategic importance in his contro¬ 
versy with the Christian Philoponus. The latter liked to 
exploit the oppositions within the philosophical tradition 
in order to undermine it. 

Philoponus was one of the brightest students of 
Ammonius. He published several of his lecture courses 
and continued to comment on Aristotle in the manner of 
his master. What sets Philoponus apart from the other 
members of the school, however, is the publication of a 
treatise against Proclus in which he attacked, from an 
overtly Christian point of view, the doctrine of the eter¬ 
nity of the world. Philoponus attempts to prove that the 
world had a temporal origin and that this was also the 
authentic doctrine of Plato in the Timaeus. In the later 
versions of his commentaries on Aristotle, he adopts the 
same polemical attitude whenever he finds Aristotle in 
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contradiction with the Christian understanding of cre¬ 
ation. 

The publication of Against Proclus in 517 must have 
provoked quite a scandal in the school, where Philoponus 
was one of the leading figures. Scholars have advanced 
many solutions to explain his sudden change from a Neo¬ 
platonic to a Christian philosophy. The fact that the pub¬ 
lication of the polemical treatise coincides with the 
closing of the Academy in Athens and with other hostile 
measures that were taken against pagan philosophers may 
provide a useful clue. By publishing his book against Pro¬ 
clus, Philoponus probably wanted to distance himself 
from the allegedly pagan elements in Neoplatonic philos¬ 
ophy. In his later work he is only engaged in theological 
discussions. 

Simplicius says he never met Philoponus and speaks 
of this newcomer, not really a philosopher, with utter dis¬ 
dain. In his commentary on the De Caelo, he came to the 
defense of Aristotle and of the old Hellenic pagan view of 
the cosmos as an everlasting, wonderful expression of the 
intelligible world. 

The successor of Ammonius as head of the school 
was Olympiodorus (c. 500-565). We also have some of 
his commentaries on Plato, which show that he did not 
consider himself to be a Christian. For he continued to 
defend, though with caution and without offending his 
audience, some views that belonged to the pagan tradi¬ 
tion. He upheld polytheism by explaining the lower gods 
as powers of the first God rather than as many gods. 

Olympiodorus’s two pupils, Elias and David, who 
lectured on Aristotle’s Organon, certainly were Christians 
though their belief does not really have an impact on 
their teaching. The last teacher in the school was 
Stephanus, who became professor at the newly founded 
academy in Constantinople (in 610). The transfer of the 
school (and its library) to Constantinople may explain 
why so many works of pagan Neoplatonists have sur¬ 
vived. 

LATIN NEOPLATONISM. In the western part of the 
empire, too, we find authors who were influenced by 
Neoplatonic ideas. Since they all wrote in Latin, they 
would have a determinative influence on the formation of 
Medieval Platonism. There are, of course, Christian 
thinkers, such as Ambrose (c. 339-397), Marius Victori- 
nus (c. 280-365), and above all Augustine, who all con¬ 
sidered Plato closer to Christian faith than any other 
philosopher. Yet besides them there also was a small 
group of authors who continued to practice philosophy 
in the old tradition. Even if they were Christians, their 


beliefs had almost no effect on their arguments (contrary 
to what we see happen in Augustine). A good example is 
Calcidius (late fourth century), who translated and com¬ 
mented the Timaeus and followed Porphyry in many of 
his interpretations. His work had an immense success in 
the early Middle Ages. The same is true for the Commen¬ 
tary on the “Dream ofScipio” by Macrobius (c. 400), who 
quotes also from Plotinus and Porphyry. Also Martianus 
Capella (early fifth century), author of the much read On 
the Marriage of Philology and Mercury that offers an alle¬ 
gorical introduction to the seven liberal arts and makes 
them part of the philosophical wisdom, shows a thor¬ 
ough acquaintance with the Platonism of late antiquity. 
Last but not the least is Boethius who is undoubtedly a 
Christian (as his theological work shows). Yet in his prac¬ 
tice of philosophy, he does not allow Christian arguments 
to interfere directly. He is author of the celebrated Conso¬ 
lation of Philosophy, which is profoundly Neoplatonic in 
its argument, but he also wrote translations and com¬ 
mentaries on Aristotle. It was his ambition to translate 
and comment on all of Plato’s and Aristotle’s works and 
to demonstrate that they are in agreement on fundamen¬ 
tal questions. This program situates him in the tradition 
of Alexandria, with which he was well acquainted. He 
shows also to be familiar with the works of Porphyry and 
Plotinus. 

EPILOGUE: CHRISTIAN 
NEOPLATONISM 

As we have seen Neoplatonic philosophy from the begin¬ 
ning took a very polemical attitude toward Christianity. 
Plotinus attacked some Gnostic Christians in his 
entourage; Porphyry wrote a vehement attack against the 
Christians, as did Iamblichus and Julian. The latter even 
used the Neoplatonic philosophy in his policy of restora¬ 
tion of paganism. In the Athenian School Neoplatonism 
became the ideology of pagan religion in its multiple 
guises. When Christianity became the dominant religion, 
philosophers had to be more cautious and could only 
make indirect criticism. Proclus and Damascius just 
ignored Christian thought and looked down with con¬ 
tempt upon the Christian establishment. The Christian 
authors, of course, attacked paganism, but were, on the 
other hand, surprisingly positive toward Neoplatonism, 
which they considered to be the philosophy that came 
closest to the Christian Weltanschauung. This is the case 
for Augustine in the west and for Gregory of Nyssa and 
Gregory of Nazianzus in the East. The reasons for this fas¬ 
cination are manifold: the other-worldness of Neoplaton¬ 
ism; the emphasis on the transcendence of God; the 
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nondualistic doctrine of creation (procession); the spiri¬ 
tual antimaterialistic interpretation of the world; the 
immortality of the soul; the access to the divine through 
the soul’s return upon itself. The differences were no less 
evident, in particular, the doctrine of incarnation, per¬ 
sonal providence, and the belief in resurrection. Whereas 
Christian thinkers were often deeply influenced by Neo¬ 
platonic thought, the pagan philosophers, on the con¬ 
trary, showed no influence from Christianity: They 
absolutely ignored it. There was no interaction between 
Neoplatonism and Christianity, only a strong influence in 
one direction. 

The integration of Neoplatonic arguments in the 
explanation of the Christian wisdom give rise to original 
speculations about creation, the world, the place of 
humankind, and the relation of soul-body. Some scholars 
may argue that this Christian appropriation of Neopla¬ 
tonism is a betrayal of the original spirit of philosophy. 
But this transformation is in itself a wonderful testimony 
to the creativity of Neoplatonic thinking. Take the con¬ 
cept of the self, which in Neoplatonism gained a much 
greater richness than ever before in Greek philosophy. 
Augustine took over the notion of self-reflexivity but gave 
it an incredible concrete existential richness, making it a 
leitmotif of his autobiography ( Confessions ). Another 
example is eschatology. According to the Neoplatonic 
view, the procession and return are constitutive move¬ 
ments of each being in relation to its cause. Christian 
thinkers historicized this process: At the beginning of 
time, all things proceeded from God and will return to 
Him at the end of time. This interpretation made it pos¬ 
sible to give a meaning to history and even to the contin¬ 
gent events of human life. 

Thanks to this creative modification, Neoplatonism 
had a continuing and expanding influence after the death 
of the pagan intellectual culture. Already prior to Justin¬ 
ian’s decision to close the school of Athens, the pagan 
philosophical tradition had become a rather marginal 
phenomenon in late antique civilization. Its practitioners 
were an esoteric group of intellectuals, nostalgic for the 
past glories of Hellenic culture, practicing magical rituals, 
and praying to old gods. Pagan Neoplatonism had 
become an ideology at the service of a disappearing civi¬ 
lization. Once this philosophy became integrated in the 
Christian culture, and later in the Muslim world, it gained 
a new importance, which Plotinus could never have fore¬ 
seen. 

See also Alcinous; Aristotle; Augustine, St.; Boethius, Ani¬ 
cius Manlius Severinus; Damascius; Gregory of 
Nazianzus; Gregory of Nyssa; Hellenistic Thought; 


Homer; Iamblichus; Liber de Causis; Medieval Philos¬ 
ophy; Metaphysics; Numenius of Apamea; Parmenides 
of Elea; Peripatetics; Philoponus, John; Plato; Plotinus; 
Porphyry; Proclus; Pseudo-Dionysius; Pythagoras and 
Pythagoreanism; Simplicius; Stoicism; Thales of Mile¬ 
tus. 
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NEOPLATONISM 

[ADDENDUM] 

When Islam took over the Middle East it came into con¬ 
tact with a flourishing local culture heavily influenced by 
Greek thought. As far as philosophy was concerned, neo¬ 
platonism was the leading approach. For example, many 
of the most important neoplatonists such as Plotinus, 
Porphyry, and Proclus had studied in Alexandria, a city 
conquered by the Muslims in 642. A number of key texts 
became important when translated into Arabic. These 
were the Theology of Aristotle, in fact mainly parts of Plot¬ 
inus’s Enneads and the Liber de causis, based on Proclus’s 
Elements of Theology. Also popular among philosophers 
were the extensive commentaries on Aristotle by Alexan¬ 
der of Aphrodisias, Themistius, and others—commenta¬ 
tors imbued with the values of neoplatonism to some 
extent. One significant aspect of neoplatonism was the 
idea that Plato and Aristotle did not differ much on 
important issues, together with the doctrine of emana¬ 
tion and a cosmology that has the world being produced 
out of one being or principle. The translation project that 
transmitted Greek manuscripts into Arabic introduced a 


good many of these ideas and doctrines into the Islamic 
world, and so philosophy in the sense of falsafa or Peri¬ 
patetic philosophy became identified in the first few cen¬ 
turies with neoplatonic philosophy. 

THE MAIN DOCTRINES 

The emphasis on the unity of the creator may well have 
found a welcoming reception by Muslim thinkers, and it 
is certainly there strongly in Islamic neoplatonism. One 
of the central issues is how there came to be many things 
in existence when really there exists only one absolute 
being or principle. An explanation is that the One thinks 
and through thinking brings other things into existence, 
because once it thinks it realises that it is a thinking thing, 
and this brings about a mental bifurcation in its unity, a 
bifurcation that leads to the production of a range of 
beings that exist either closer or more distantly from it. 
The more perfect and abstract they are, the closer they 
are, the less perfect and the more material are more dis¬ 
tant. 

Another issue was how God related to the world. If 
God is identified with the One, then the usual account is 
that he creates the world by emanation, not production. 
God thinks about himself and through a variety of stages 
other things are brought into existence, but it would be an 
interference with God’s perfection were he to know about 
any of these lesser things. The only thing he should think 
about is himself, and so the world comes about as an indi¬ 
rect effect of this form of thought. An implication of this 
is that the world is eternal, because God has always 
existed, and so has always thought about himself. He did 
not suddenly start thinking, since it is part of his essence 
to think. Because God is eternal, his thinking must be 
eternal, and whatever stems from it eternal also. As can be 
seen, these are all doctrines that do not fit neatly within 
the framework of a religion such as Islam. The Qur’an 
suggests, although does not explicitly state, that God cre¬ 
ated the world at a particular time, when he wanted to, 
and it states that he knows everything that goes on in the 
world. The indirect account of creation as emanation in 
neoplatonism seems different from the understanding of 
creation in the Qur’an. 

THE MAIN PHILOSOPHERS 

The first Islamic philosopher to construct a thoroughly 
neoplatonic philosophy was al-Farabl, and he led the way 
to Ibn Slna (Avicenna), who produced the most devel¬ 
oped such theory. They both described emanation as con¬ 
sisting of ten intellects that link the Necessary Being or 
One with our world, where the active intellect (often 
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identified with the moon) is the highest level of thought 
that we can attain. The political implications of the the¬ 
ory are important too. Those who can attain the active 
intellect are the appropriate rulers, and prophets are 
those who are able to think at the level of the active intel¬ 
lect, or come into contact with it at least occasionally. 
This enables them to understand the organization of the 
world because the active intellect is the most abstract 
form of thought that human beings can attain, and once 
it is combined with the facts we observe in the world the 
prophet can easily predict what is going to happen. For 
one thing, the organization of the world, according to Ibn 
Slna, is in terms of necessity, so the pattern of existence is 
something that may be understood rationally by an 
advanced thinker. 

ATTACKS ON NEOPLATONISM 

Neoplatonism came under attack by Muhammad al- 
Ghazall, who criticized it in his “Refutation of Philoso¬ 
phy” both for being heretical and also for being invalid 
philosophically. He picked out in particular the theses 
that God cannot know individual things, that the world is 
eternal and that bodily resurrection is inconceivable. The 
latter follows from neoplatonism due to its prioritization 
of the soul over the body, and the principle that the mate¬ 
rial aspects of human beings are not important enough to 
survive death. The account of immortality in the Qur’an 
is clearly material, and the idea that only souls survive 
death does not seem to fit it. God would not know indi¬ 
vidual things because he has no sense machinery and he 
is separated from the everyday activities of this world. Yet 
as al-Ghazall argues, how can he punish and reward us on 
the day of judgement if he has no idea what we do in this 
world? He rightly points to a range of ideas that really 
give God little to do, whereas the God of the Qur’an is 
directly involved in our everyday affairs. 

But these are theological points, and al-Ghazall also 
uses the arguments of his opponents to refute them. He 
tries to disprove the whole neoplatonic apparatus, 
importing God’s will to keep nature in operation as a uni¬ 
fied system instead of necessity. He argues in particular 
that causal necessity is only an idea we have and we could 
easily think of different connections, or no connections at 
all, between familiar causes and effects. This really does 
threaten the whole neoplatonic system, because this 
involves necessary connections between events, so that 
when one thing occurs, something else has to occur also. 
Al-Ghazall makes a lot of use of imagination here, using 
thought experiments to try to show that the putative nec¬ 
essary connections are not necessary at all. When Ibn 


Rushd (Averroes) responded to his attack in his “Refuta¬ 
tion of the Refutation” he was fighting with one hand tied 
behind his back, because Ibn Rushd disapproved of many 
of the neoplatonic principles as incompatible with the 
thought of Aristotle, where his main allegiance lay. Ibn 
Rushd was able to discern many of the divergences 
between Aristotle and neoplatonism, but in order to 
defend philosophy as such he was obliged to defend neo¬ 
platonism, because this was the main form of philosophy 
in the Islamic world at that time. Islamic neoplatonism 
also had a considerable effect on Isma'ili thought, and on 
ishraql (illuminationist) thought. The esoteric Brethren 
of Purity (Ikhwan al-Safa’) were thoroughly imbued with 
neoplatonic ideas, although often not very orthodox 
ones. 

DECLINE OF ISLAMIC NEOPLATONISM 

Neoplatonism also came under attack by the mystics in 
Islam who saw its limited access to God as a significant 
problem. The highest we can come to God is to come into 
contact with the active intellect, a range of abstract think¬ 
ing that is really a long way from God. Mystics tend to 
advocate a much closer connection to God and criticized 
neoplatonists for their view on this. However, they could 
use aspects of the theory to explain different levels of real¬ 
ity and their interconnections, although these had to be 
suitably reinterpreted of course along Sufi lines. Similarly 
some ishraql thinkers replaced the language of the levels 
of intelligences and worlds with levels of illumination, 
while at the same time arguing against neoplatonism 
itself. Neoplatonic philosophy went into a serious decline 
in the Arab world after the twelfth century, but interest in 
it continued up to now in the Persian cultural sphere, 
because its contribution to ishraql and Sufi thought was 
acknowledged and respected. 

See also Alexander of Aphrodisias; al-Farabl; al-Ghazall, 
Muhammad; Aristotle; Averroes; Avicenna; Islamic 
Philosophy; Mysticism, History of; Plato; Plotinus; Por¬ 
phyry; Proclus; Sufism; Themistius. 
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NEUMANN, JOHN VON 

(1903-1957) 

American mathematician, physicist, and economist John 
von Neumann was born in Budapest, Hungary. He 
showed an early precocity in mathematics and was pri¬ 
vately tutored in the subject; his first paper was written 
before he was eighteen. He studied at the universities of 
Berlin, Zurich, and Budapest and received his doctorate 
in mathematics from Budapest in 1926, almost simulta¬ 
neously with an undergraduate degree in chemistry from 
Zurich. After serving as Privatdozent at Berlin, he 
accepted a visiting professorship at Princeton in 1930. 
Following three years there, he became a professor of 
mathematics at the Institute for Advanced Study, a posi¬ 
tion that he held for the rest of his life. In 1955 he was 
appointed one of the commissioners of the U.S. Atomic 
Energy Commission, on which he served brilliantly until 
his death. 

Von Neumann made fundamental contributions to 
mathematics, physics, and economics. Furthermore, these 
contributions were not disjointed and separate but arise 
from a common point of view regarding these fields. 

Mathematics was always closest to his heart, and it is 
the field to which he contributed the most. His earliest 
significant work was in mathematical logic and set the¬ 
ory, topics that occupied him from 1925 to 1929. His 
accomplishments were of two sorts; they concerned the 
axiomatics of set theory and David Hilbert’s proof theory. 


In both of these subjects he obtained results of extra¬ 
ordinary importance. He became the first to set up an 
axiomatic system of set theory that satisfied the two con¬ 
ditions of allowing the development of the theory of the 
whole series of cardinal numbers and employing axioms 
that are finite in number and are expressible in the lower 
calculus of functions. This work contained a full classifi¬ 
cation of the significance of the axioms with regard to the 
elimination of the paradoxes. With regard to Hilbert’s 
proof theory, von Neumann clarified the concept of a for¬ 
mal system considerably. 

His work on the theory of Hilbert space and opera¬ 
tors on that space was probably stimulated by what he 
had done on rigorous foundations for quantum theory. 
Essentially, von Neumann demonstrated that the ideas 
originally introduced by Hilbert are capable of constitut¬ 
ing an adequate basis for the physical consideration of 
quantum theory and that there is no need for the intro¬ 
duction of new mathematical schemes for these physical 
theories. Von Neumann’s papers on these subjects consti¬ 
tute about one-third of his printed work and have stimu¬ 
lated extensive research by other mathematicians. 

Von Neumann was one of the founders of the theory 
of games; since the publication of von Neumann’s first 
paper in 1928 it has become an important combinational 
theory, applied and developed with continuing vigor. Von 
Neumann’s first paper contains rigorous definitions of 
the concepts of pure strategy (a complete plan, formu¬ 
lated prior to the contest, that makes all necessary deci¬ 
sions in advance) and of mixed strategy (the use of a 
chance device to pick the strategy for each contest). The 
central theorem in this theory, the minimax theorem, was 
not only enunciated and proved by von Neumann but in 
his hands became a powerful tool for obtaining new 
methods for combinatorial problems. 

A decade after this fundamental paper was written, 
von Neumann began a collaboration with Oskar Mor- 
genstern that led to The Theory of Games and Economic 
Behavior, a book that has decisively affected the entire 
subject of operations research. 

Von Neumann’s principal interest in his later years 
was in the possibilities and theory of the computing 
machine. He not only conceived the concept of the so- 
called stored program computer in 1944 but he made 
three other signal contributions. First, he recognized the 
importance of computing machines for mathematics, 
physics, economics, and industrial and military prob¬ 
lems; second, he translated this insight into active spon¬ 
sorship of a machine (it was called Johniac by his 
collaborators) that served as a model for several impor- 
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tant computers; third, he was one of the authors of a 
series of papers that provided a theoretical basis for the 
logical organization and functioning of computers. These 
papers set out the complete notion of the flow diagram 
and contained the genesis of many programming tech¬ 
niques. 

See also Computing Machines; Decision Theory; Game 
Theory; Hilbert, David; Mathematics, Foundations of; 
Proof Theory; Quantum Mechanics; Set Theory. 
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NEURATH, OTTO 

(1882-1945) 

Otto Neurath, an Austrian sociologist and philosopher, 
was one of the originators of logical empiricism and an 
independent Marxist socialist. A man of great vitality, 
intelligence, and good humor, Neurath was a polymath 
and an energetic organizer of academic, educational, and 
economic affairs. His major work was in sociology, eco¬ 
nomic and social planning, scientific method, and visual 
education, this last especially by means of an interna¬ 
tional language of simplified pictures (“isotypes”), but he 
was also interested in the history of science, political and 
moral theory, economic history, and statistical theory and 
was engaged in recurrent efforts to create a new encyclo- 
pedism. 

ECONOMIC AND COMPARATIVE 
HISTORY 

Neurath’s first article, published in 1904, was “Geldzins 
im Altertum” (Commercial interest in antiquity), and in 
1909 he published a popular history of the economic sys¬ 
tems of classical Greece and Rome, Antike Wirtschafts- 
geschichte (Leipzig, 1909), which he supplemented by 


shorter studies of ancient economic thought. His histori¬ 
cal interests then turned to physical science. A little- 
known paper of 1915, “Prinzipielles zur Geschichte der 
Optik,” compared the ideas on optics of Isaac Newton, 
Rene Descartes, Nicolas Malebranche, Francesco Maria 
Grimaldi, Christian Huygens, Thomas Young, Augustin- 
Jean Fresnel, Jean-Baptiste Biot, and Etienne-Louis Malus 
with respect to their conceptual images of periodicity, 
polarization interference, and Huygens’s principle of con¬ 
tinuity of centers of force. 

Neurath generalized the logic of this analysis to com¬ 
pare systems of hypotheses by a procedure that selects 
basic notions to be calculated and then enumerates all 
theories that may be constructed from permutations of 
these notions. The simple view that theories of light may 
be divided into wave theories and corpuscular theories is 
replaced by a more accurate, complex, and systematically 
clear historical development. To Neurath this use of basic 
explanatory notions, which are sometimes images and 
sometimes abstractions, illustrated the value of philo¬ 
sophical understanding for the historian of natural and 
social science. Neurath’s own philosophical understand¬ 
ing anticipated later reliance on alternative sets of episte¬ 
mologically basic sentences in the structural elucidation 
of scientific theories. 

In 1916, Neurath wrote a general paper on classifica¬ 
tion, “Zur Klassifikation von Hypothesensystemen,” and 
elaborated on this topic in his monographs Empirische 
Soziologie (1931) and Foundations of the Social Sciences 
(1944). Classification by hypotheses seemed to Neurath 
to be a principal method for comparative studies of the¬ 
ories and explanations and a crucial tool for rational 
understanding of cross-cultural phenomena. 

ECONOMIC PLANNING, WAR, AND 
SOCIALISM 

During 1919, Neurath served in the Central Planning 
Office of the Social Democratic government of Bavaria 
and of its successor, the short-lived Bavarian Soviet 
Republic. Although he was a civil servant and not a party 
man, he was imprisoned when the Communist regime 
was overthrown; upon his release in 1920 he went to 
Vienna. He there took up again an earlier career as a pub¬ 
licist for socialist economics by efforts on behalf of a 
socialist conception of civic education, moral and reli¬ 
gious reform, and individual responsibility. With Josef 
Popper-Lynkeus, Neurath was one of the first socialists to 
call for a centrally planned, rational economy based on 
Marxist concepts but deriving its policy recommenda¬ 
tions from welfare goals and a statistical analysis of the 
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production and distribution of goods and of standards of 
living. 

Less clear to Neurath than equitable distribution of 
wealth was how a community spirit could be developed 
while the workers themselves were still overwhelmed by 
the established culture and the habits of the competitive 
capitalist order. Nevertheless, he fused his hypotheses 
about social-economic planning with a moral optimism 
about the acceptance by the workers of enlightened and 
rational attitudes toward all life’s problems. Neurath’s 
Lebensgestaltung und Klassenkampf poignantly tried to 
teach the reader about a transformed way of life in which 
he could realistically experience something of the peace¬ 
ful and cooperative future at least in his private life, and 
at the same time come to sober realization of the obsta¬ 
cles placed by exploitative society in the way of a rich 
inner life and good personal relations as well as in the way 
of the transformation of society by rational socioeco¬ 
nomic planning. 

EMPIRICAL SOCIOLOGY 

In the 1930s and early 1940s, between the publication of 
the two monographs on sociology (the Empirische Sozi- 
ologie and the Foundations), Neurath published several 
smaller papers on sociological topics. The most impor¬ 
tant were “Soziologie im Physikalismus,” a physicalist 
restatement of sociological theories and problems, “Sozi- 
ologische Prognosen,” on social-historical predictions, 
and “Inventory of the Standard of Living,” on the prob¬ 
lem of making a rational calculation of the standard of 
living. 

To make sociology scientific, Neurath urged the use 
of a physicalist language in which all the possible empiri¬ 
cal statements would be descriptive of space-time things 
and properties; this was, roughly, a demand for behavior¬ 
ism in social theory. He believed that this social behavior¬ 
ism carried out Karl Marx’s claim that historical 
materialism was empirical, starting from the factual situ¬ 
ation of real men in objective circumstances and basing 
theories upon hypotheses which are free of wishful or 
evaluative assumptions. Human beings, streets, religious 
books, prisons, gestures can be so described, and they 
may be grouped in accord with physicalist theoretical sys¬ 
tems. Happiness and suffering, too, may be described 
empirically, even in a manner similar to a mechanical 
description of space-time entities. But man, in some situ¬ 
ations, dominates the lawlike mechanism of the natural 
environment. In Neurath’s typical formulation: Formerly 
when there was a swamp and man, man disappeared; 
nowadays the swamp disappears. 


But the language of mechanism is laden with myth 
and metaphysical presuppositions, and Neurath tried to 
eliminate all impure or careless terminology. Just as he 
would ban metaphysics as a misuse of unverifiable but 
grammatically correct word-signs, so he wished to forbid 
social theorists to use words that carry multiple meanings 
and assumptions; he himself never used the word capital. 
Sociological descriptions demand arguments over the 
entire range of environmental and causal science; biolog¬ 
ical, geological, ethnological, and chemical statements 
must join social, psychological, economic, legal, and 
other statements of purely human reference. Hence it 
would be useful to invent an empirical language suited to 
all the sciences, one that avoids descriptive distinctions 
that are the result of mere linguistic convention. Neurath 
hoped that empirical sociology might be formulated with 
clear and univocal physicalist predicates. However, we 
start with inexact “clots,” with indistinct and unanalyzed 
evidence, and we must tolerate and even carefully devise 
a correspondingly rich vocabulary which is also amenable 
to analysis of regularities and at times to the creation of a 
calculus. 

Neurath often wrote of an essential uncertainty in all 
scientific description and predication, of the probabilistic 
nature of learning from experience. Historians should 
explain the present from knowledge of portions of the 
past, but to predict the future with precision is beyond us. 
There are too many variables; at least some of these are 
unknown, and the greater the anticipated change, the less 
our scientific assurance about its realization. We may, in 
Neurath’s view, strive to construct a future state of affairs, 
but whether we feel hesitant or confident, we have in soci¬ 
ological lawlike historical statements no rational ground 
for predictions that are certain. Moreover, some predic¬ 
tive statements, notably self-fulfilling or hortatory 
prophecies, are codeterminant; they carry causal weight 
which disturbs their subject matter. Other predictions 
seem impossible on their face. How should a nation that 
could not invent the wheel predict the invention of the 
wheel? Others are too complex. Will painters in misty 
regions paint misty pictures or, just because of the misti¬ 
ness, sunny ones? Neurath carried out this analysis of 
pseudorational certainty throughout his work, using it 
with a moral force. Decisions cannot be replaced by cal¬ 
culation or by reasoning—not in practical life, and not in 
scientific work. 

SCIENTIFIC METHOD 

Physicalism was developed mainly by Neurath and 
Rudolf Carnap. It may be seen as Neurath’s attempt to 
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express, in epistemological terms, the materialist (objec¬ 
tive) foundation of knowledge, since the persistent 
recognition he gave to the natural fact of socially inter- 
subjective agreement was a principal source of his 
antiphenomenalist role within the Vienna circle. Despite 
Neurath’s insistence on a sharp distinction between sci¬ 
entific and metaphysical expressions by means of criteria 
for empirical meaning, it was his view that intersubjective 
agreement provides approximate unanimity about the 
grounds for judgments, not for meanings. By use of a 
physicalist language, skeptical inquirers display and share 
a common standard for confirmation. Physicalism had 
the further merit for Neurath that it was a linguistic doc¬ 
trine which overcame any systematic mutual incompre¬ 
hension of special disciplines not by reduction to the 
special discipline of physics but by a doctrine of reference 
to the generalized physics of public space-time states (in 
the human macroscale). 

Neurath freely admitted that this doctrine was a 
hypothesis; the world was assumed to be unified, a causal 
network whose multiplicity of descriptions should tend 
toward a unified language that includes the social, biolog¬ 
ical, and physical sciences. Moreover, as an analysis of the 
process of scientific knowledge, physicalism program¬ 
matically explicated (for any special science) the relations 
among the physiology and social psychology of sensuous 
perception, the physics of experimental and measure¬ 
ment technology, and the known scientific or common- 
sense entities. Neurath saw physicalism as the further 
hypothesis that the world is knowable in principle every¬ 
where and throughout. Finally, in “Protokollsatze” (1932) 
Neurath represented physicalism as providing a sophisti¬ 
cated revision of the doctrine of atomic bits of knowl¬ 
edge, conveyed by individual reports, or “basic sentences,” 
also known at the time as “protocol sentences,” by 
demanding that they, too, be intersubjective and, however 
psychologically certain, logically tentative and empirically 
testable. Indeed, the truth of protocol sentences was 
attributable to their cohering role in a theory (or system 
of theories) to which empirical evidence gave confirma¬ 
tory evidence, and consequently the possibility existed 
that a conflict between a particular protocol statement 
and a theoretical statement of more complex form and 
function might, by choice and for convenience, be 
resolved by discarding the protocol. Neurath found his 
early analysis of alternative hypothesis systems and their 
fact-fitting auxiliary statements borne out within this 
empirical conventionalist interpretation of the physicalist 
basis. 


VISUAL EDUCATION 

Both the union of scholars and ordinary workers and the 
overcoming of national and linguistic divisions were in 
Neurath’s mind when he began to develop his “Vienna 
method” of visual education. In rudiment, he used an 
invariant and self-explanatory pictorial sign for a given 
thing, so as to give quick information, unencumbered by 
irrelevancies and easily remembered. Neurath’s maxims 
were simple: He who knows what best to omit is the best 
teacher; to remember simplified pictures is better than to 
forget accurate figures. 

UNITY OF SCIENCE AND 
ENCYCLOPEDISM 

Neurath was the principal organizer of several related 
philosophical enterprises. By 1929 the regular but infor¬ 
mal Thursday meetings of philosophers and scientists 
who met for discussion with Moritz Schlick in Vienna 
had gathered sufficient force to produce a noted mani¬ 
festo of a scientific world conception, signed by Neurath, 
Hans Hahn, and Carnap although it was largely Neurath’s 
work. This led in the same year to the first of a series of 
international congresses for scientific philosophy. Neu¬ 
rath’s stress upon the unification of the sciences by means 
of a unifying language, unity of method, and interdisci¬ 
plinary dialogue led him to plan the International Ency¬ 
clopedia of Unified Science, edited by himself, Carnap, and 
Charles Morris as the principal effort of the new Institute 
for the Unity of Science (founded in the Hague in 1936 
and later removed to Boston, Massachusetts), directed 
chiefly by Philipp Frank. The first two introductory vol¬ 
umes appeared in parts, but even these were still incom¬ 
plete nearly two decades after Neurath’s death. Only the 
Institute for Visual Education (Isotype) continued with 
vigor after 1945, directed by Neurath’s colleague and third 
wife, Marie Reidemeister Neurath. 

See also Basic Statements; Behaviorism; Carnap, Rudolf; 
Descartes, Rene; Historical Materialism; Logical Posi¬ 
tivism; Malebranche, Nicolas; Marx, Karl; Marxist Phi¬ 
losophy; Newton, Isaac; Physicalism; Popper-Lynkeus, 
Josef; Schlick, Moritz. 
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NEUROSCIENCE 

Neuroscience is the scientific study of nervous tissue, 
activity, organization, systems, and interactions. It is par- 
adigmatically interdisciplinary, currently including bio¬ 
physics, organic and biochemistry, molecular through 
evolutionary biology, anatomy and physiology, ethology, 
neuropsychology, and the cognitive and information sci¬ 
ences. Investigators include basic scientists and clinicians. 
During the late twentieth century, neuroscience under¬ 
went enormous growth. Quantitative information avail¬ 
able on the Society for Neuroscience’s Web site speaks to 
this. Beginning in 1970 with 500 members, at last count 
(summer 2004) the Society boasts more than 34,000 
members worldwide. More than 30,000 registrants 
attended the 2004 annual meeting, where more than 
14,000 posters and oral presentations were delivered. 
There are now more than 300 graduate training programs 
worldwide in neuroscience. With its increasing academic 
influence and its obvious connection with philosophy’s 
perennial mind-body problem, it was inevitable that 
philosophers would begin taking serious interest. 

Academic philosophy’s systematic interest might be 
dated to 1986, the year that Patricia Churchland’s Neu¬ 
rophilosophy appeared. She boldly proclaimed that “noth¬ 
ing is more obvious than that philosophers of mind could 
profit from knowing at least something of what there is to 
know about how the brain works” (p. 4). Her book pre¬ 
sented what was then textbook neuroscience, contex- 
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tualized by developments in postlogical empiricist phi¬ 
losophy of science. It set the stage for much neurophilos¬ 
ophy and philosophy of neuroscience that followed, 
especially the branch of neuroscience that philosophers 
attended to (cognitive neuroscience). This entry will 
present some neuroscientific techniques and results that 
have attracted philosophers’ attention. In the interest of 
pedagogy, the emphasis will be on the scientific details. It 
will close with a section describing another field of con¬ 
temporary neuroscience that unfortunately has captured 
less philosophical attention, followed by a more detailed 
discussion of implications for mind-brain reductionism. 
Space limitations preclude a comprehensive survey and 
the bibliography is limited, both in number of entries and 
primarily to textbook sources and review articles (all con¬ 
taining extensive references to the primary scientific liter¬ 
ature, however). This is befitting an encyclopedia entry, 
but philosophers who are interested in acquiring a seri¬ 
ous understanding of actual neuroscience are urged not 
to stop with these sources. There is no shortcut around 
delving into the primary literature. Superficial neuro¬ 
science still serves too often in straw arguments in the 
philosophy of mind. 

Ideally this entry would also include work on pain 
processing, especially on the two types of pain circuits 
(rapidly conducting Ad and slowly conducting C fibers) 
and the different pain qualities carried by each; the neu¬ 
ral mechanisms of dream sleep, especially endogenously 
produced activity in sensory regions; the discovery of 
mirror neurons in primate brains that are active when the 
subject performs a specific motor task and when the sub¬ 
ject observes a cohort performing that task; the sea 
change in computational neuroscience during the 1990s, 
away from abstract network modeling (inspired by early 
successes of “connectionist” artificial intelligence) and 
toward compartmental modeling, where the patch of 
neural membrane and its ion-specific conductance 
capacities become the basic units of analysis; and the neu¬ 
robiology and behavioral genetics of schizophrenia (as 
elaborated in numerous publications by Kenneth 
Schaffner). Philosophers have argued for implications 
from each. But choices were necessary. 

FUNCTIONAL NEUROIMAGING 

Functional neuroimaging provides a window into the 
active, healthy brain. Results from two imaging tech¬ 
niques have dominated philosophers’ attention: positron 
emission tomography (PET) and functional magnetic 
resonance imaging (fMRI). PET is based on radioactive 
decay of positrons (positively charged electrons). Subjects 


are injected with water (or sugars) labeled with a radioac¬ 
tive, positron-emitting isotope (such as oxygen-15, whose 
nuclei are manufactured to contain the normal eight pro¬ 
tons but only seven neutrons). During the minute follow¬ 
ing injection, radioactive water accumulates in biological 
tissues in amounts directly proportional to local blood 
flow. Positrons leave the nuclei of the unstable, radioac¬ 
tive atoms and travel only a short distance through bio¬ 
logical tissue (at most a few millimeters). 

After losing their kinetic energy positrons are 
attracted to negatively charged electrons. This collision 
annihilates both and the resulting energy manifests in 
two photons traveling 180o away from the annihilation 
site. These photons exit the tissue being imaged and are 
detected by radiation detectors arranged in coincidence 
circuits (the “PET camera”). Photons arriving simultane¬ 
ously at opposing detectors are counted and these counts 
are converted into an image that reflects the relative num¬ 
ber of annihilation collisions localized to a given region. 
A single ring of coincident detectors can only image a sin¬ 
gle “slice” through the tissue; but modern PET cameras 
contain multiple rings and so can image multiple parallel 
“slices” simultaneously. Powerful algorithms and com¬ 
puter graphics can reconstruct the functional images in 
any desired orientation. Color codes are typically used to 
denote intensity of activity. 

By subtracting images generated during a carefully 
selected control task from those generated during an 
experimental task, PET generates a picture of the location 
and intensity of activity specific to performing the exper¬ 
imental task. These are the colorful images published in 
PET studies. But what PET measures directly is localized 
blood flow to a small region of biological tissue. The 
activity interpretation exploits the known (and inde¬ 
pendently verified) positive correlation between 
increased local blood flow and increased cellular activity 
in that region. 

fMRI—more precisely, Blood Oxygenation Level 
Dependent (BOLD-) fMRI—also exploits the established 
correlation between localized blood flow changes and cel¬ 
lular activity in tiny neural regions. But to measure these 
changes, it takes advantage of the different properties of 
oxygen-bearing and deoxygenated hemoglobin in a 
strong magnetic field. Oxygenated hemoglobin is more 
prevalent in the bloodstream in regions of high cellular 
activity. The metabolic demands of highly active neurons 
and glial cells generate signals to blood vessels to increase 
blood flow to the region (the “hemodynamic response”). 
The resulting supply exceeds the cells’ capacity to remove 
oxygen from hemoglobin. As of 2004, these different 
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magnetic properties can be measured and localized in 
fMRI scanners approved for human use to less than one 
millimeter. Stronger magnetic fields generate more pre¬ 
cise measurements and localizations. Algorithms and 
graphics capabilities comparable to PET technology 
reconstruct “slices” through the imaged tissue at any 
desired orientation. By normalizing and contrasting 
BOLD signals across experimental and carefully selected 
control tasks, experimenters can image activity location 
and intensity specific to the experimental task. A variety 
of postprocessing techniques are employed to account for 
the potentially variable hemodynamic delays between 
neural activity generated by task performance and 
increased blood flow. 

A handful of functional neuroimaging studies 
(mostly older ones from the early days of PET!) recur in 
philosophical discussions. (All of the studies discussed 
below are also discussed and referenced in Michael Pos¬ 
ner and Marcus Raichle’s popular book, Images of Mind, 
1997.) One still sees reference to Per Roland and his col¬ 
leagues’ regional cerebral blood flow studies from the 
mid-1980s. Their subjects performed a number of cogni¬ 
tive tasks, including verbalizations, arithmetical calcula¬ 
tions, and a complicated memory imagery task involving 
walking familiar streets and making a system of turns 
while reporting landmarks visualized along the way. The 
memory imaging task produced increased blood flow 
bilaterally to regions in the parietal and temporal lobes— 
regions that lesion data from human neurological 
patients had previously revealed to be involved in mental 
imagery. Stephen Kosslyn’s work on mental imagery 
using neuroimaging techniques, especially work reported 
in his Image and Brain (1994), is also discussed often by 
philosophers in debates about the structure of cognitive 
representations. Much of Kosslyn’s work demonstrates 
that the same neural regions are activated when subjects 
form a visual mental image and when they visually per¬ 
ceive a similar stimulus. He has demonstrated these 
effects as far back in the visual processing pathways as 
primary visual cortex (VI). They hold for locations con¬ 
taining neurons known to specialize for the size of per¬ 
ceived stimuli and for stimuli viewed from typical or 
atypical perspectives. 

Much philosophical attention on functional neu¬ 
roimaging focuses on its implications for localization 
hypotheses of cognitive functions. Steve Petersen and his 
colleagues’ studies on language processing and use from 
the late 1980s are still cited and discussed. They employed 
PET and a hierarchical experimental design that enabled 
them to separate activations generated by passively view¬ 


ing words, passively listening to words, speaking words 
viewed or heard, and generating semantically related 
words to those viewed or heard. Different tasks in this 
hierarchy produced PET activation increases in different 
neural regions, suggesting to some the localization of dif¬ 
ferent tasks involved in language processing, including 
word perception, speech production, and semantic 
access. Localization arguments and their scientific 
grounding in functional neuroimaging studies have been 
challenged, notably by William Uttal in The New Phrenol¬ 
ogy (2001). 

A handful of functional neuroimaging studies on 
attention rose to philosophical prominence with growing 
interest in consciousness. A popular example uses the 
Stroop task to induce conflict. Color words are presented 
visually in either compatible or incompatible print colors 
(e.g., compatible: “red” printed in red; incompatible: 
“red” printed in green). Subjects are asked to name the 
color of the print. Behaviorally, as measured by errors and 
response time, subjects find incompatible conditions 
much harder. Some psychologists have argued that 
incompatible conditions require conscious effort to 
inhibit saying the color word. Jose Pardo and his col¬ 
leagues in the early 1990s found strong activation effects 
specific to the (forebrain) anterior cingulate gyrus when 
compatible PET activation results were subtracted from 
incompatible ones. These results are consistent with 
behavioral data from patients with anterior cingulate 
lesions and lend empirical support to earlier speculations 
about the neural components of an executive atttentional 
control network. 

CLINICAL NEUROPSYCHOLOGY AND 
NEUROLOGY 

Philosophers have long taken interest in the behavioral 
effects of brain damage and disease. (Bryan Kolb and Ian 
Whishaw’s Fundamentals of Human Neuropsychology, 
2003, is an excellent textbook that includes discussions of 
topics covered in this section and extensive references to 
the primary scientific literature.) Commissurotomy 
(“split brain” surgery) is one contemporary example. To 
treat otherwise intractable epilepsy, neurosurgeons in the 
early 1960s revived a surgical technique of cutting a 
patient’s corpus callosum. The corpus callosum is a huge 
bundle of axon fibers that connect homologous regions 
of the left and right cortical hemispheres. 

The procedure was clinically successful with a mini¬ 
mum of apparent behavioral effects, until Roger Sperry 
and his collaborators (Michael Gazzaniga, Joseph Bogen) 
applied more sophisticated tests. They discovered that 
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these patients had lost the capacity of their two cerebral 
hemispheres to communicate directly with each other. 
Owing to the segregation and crossing of axon projec¬ 
tions from sensory receptor organs to relay neurons in 
the thalamus and sensory cortex, experimenters could 
direct, for example, different visual stimuli to the left and 
right cortical hemispheres. If one then asked the subject 
to pick up an object related to the visual display with his 
or her left hand, the subject would pick up an object 
related to the visual display in his or her right hemi¬ 
sphere. (As with sensation, the motor system also crosses 
over: Right motor cortex controls left side movement and 
vice versa.) If one then asked that subject to explain ver¬ 
bally why he or she was holding that object (and the sub¬ 
ject was among the roughly 85 percent of humans with 
speech localized to the left hemisphere), the subject indi¬ 
cated no awareness in his or her verbal response of the 
display presented to the right visual hemisphere and 
instead confabulated a verbal account that related the 
chosen object to the left hemisphere’s visual display. The 
variety and number of similar results led to speculations 
about two seats of conscious awareness and control in a 
single human brain, and subsequent philosophical reflec¬ 
tions about the unity of self (or lack thereof). 

Blindsight refers to preserved visual capacities fol¬ 
lowing damage to visual cortex. Such damage produces a 
scotoma (a “blind spot”) at circumscribed locations in 
the patient’s visual field. Despite no conscious awareness 
of visual stimuli presented there, these patients neverthe¬ 
less display some impressive visual abilities when 
prompted to guess about stimuli presented in their sco¬ 
toma, including pointing accurately to visual stimulus 
location, detecting movement, and discriminating shapes 
(and in a few cases, colors). Their performances far 
exceed chance. As reviewed in Lawrence Weiskrantz’s 
Consciousness Lost and Found (1998), experimental work 
over the past three decades has mostly confirmed early 
results and has introduced controls to address method¬ 
ological criticisms of the early studies. Blindsight has fig¬ 
ured into philosophical discussions of the nature of visual 
consciousness and the location of its neurobiological 
mechanisms, as well as epistemological discussions about 
accurate perceptual judgments and the purported neces¬ 
sity of awareness. 

Denial symptoms are the opposite of blindsight. 
Blindness denial (Anton’s syndrome) can result from cor- 
tically induced blindness and renders patients function¬ 
ally blind by all objective tests and measures; yet these 
patients vehemently claim that they can see. Paralysis 
denial can result from damage to motor cortex and ren¬ 


ders patients functionally paralyzed on the side of their 
bodies opposite the damage; yet these patients vehe¬ 
mently deny that they are paralyzed. Many patients gen¬ 
erate spontaneous confabulations (e.g., “it is dark in this 
room,” “I have bad arthritis in my left shoulder—it hurts 
to move my left arm”) to explain their failures on simple 
behavioral measures. Numerous controls are standard in 
neurological assessment to rule out cases of confusion or 
persistent stubbornness to accept or admit the deficit. 
Some philosophers and neurologists have argued from 
these clinical details toward revisions of our common- 
sense conceptions of awareness, conscious control, and 
the initiation of behavior. Vilayanur Ramachandran and 
Susan Blakeslee’s popular book, Phantoms of the Brain 
(1998), is a good example, with elaborate discussions of 
clinical cases and a good bibliography to primary sources. 

Contralateral neglect (“hemineglect”) is a condition 
whereby patients ignore the side of their body and the 
world opposite the side of damage to parietal cortex. 
(Typically the damage is to right hemisphere, producing 
left side neglect.) The neglect invades all sensory modali¬ 
ties, is sometimes accompanied by denial and confabula¬ 
tion (to the point of patients denying that their neglected 
limbs even belong to them), and even invades memories 
and images. A famous study from the late 1970s by neu¬ 
rologist Edoardo Bisiach and his colleagues asked recent 
stroke patients demonstrating neglect symptoms to 
remember a famous square in Milan from one vantage 
point and to describe all objects they remembered. They 
were then asked to visualize the square from the opposite 
vantage point and describe the objects remembered. In 
both cases, they described objects only on their non- 
neglected sides—meaning that they described a different 
set of objects from the separate vantage points. Hemine¬ 
glect appears to be an awareness deficit. If the only avail¬ 
able objects for patients to attend are on the neglected 
side, they can attend to them. But when objects are pres¬ 
ent on the nonneglected side, they seem to lose all aware¬ 
ness of the opposite space. Philosophers working on 
consciousness, awareness, their brain mechanisms, and 
on body awareness and body-in-space representations 
have appealed to neglect data. 

THE BINDING PROBLEM 

Conscious experiences are present to us as unified 
wholes. Visual object perception provides rich examples. 
In ordinary circumstances I see a football zooming 
toward me, not separately brown color, oblong shape, in 
motion (speed, trajectory) toward me. Yet each of these 
visual qualities is extracted by neuronal activity in spa- 
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tially separated areas. Separate neural pathways respond 
to qualities that characterize a perceived object’s identity 
(the ventral or “what” stream through inferior temporal 
cortex) and its location, motion, and my actions toward it 
(the dorsal or “where/how” stream through posterior 
parietal cortex). Neurons specialized for specific aspects 
of the visual stimulus are at distinct locations within each 
pathway. Seeing an object requires neuronal activity in 
spatially separated regions and there is no evidence for 
“grandmother” neurons further downstream onto which 
all of these active neurons project. This is the “binding 
problem.” How is activity in these spatially separated 
regions bound together to become active as a unit and so 
produce a unified visual percept? And given that an object 
seen is often also heard, felt, or smelled simultaneously, 
and that these multimodal perceptual experiences are 
also unified in conscious experience, we actually confront 
a set of binding problems. (Neuropsychologist Ann Treis- 
man’s 1996 review article is an excellent introduction.) 

Throughout the 1990s a variety of “temporal syn- 
chronicity” solutions were popular. These held that bind¬ 
ing results from induced synchronous activity in specific 
neurons in the separate pathways and processing areas. 
The discovery of a robust “40 Hz oscillation pattern” 
across the mammalian cortex during wakeful attention 
and rapid eye movement (REM, “dreaming”) sleep 
inspired this approach. Feedforward and reciprocal feed¬ 
back anatomical projections between sensory modality- 
specific and nonspecific neuron clusters (“nuclei”) in the 
thalamus and sensory cortex provided a biologically 
plausible hypothesis for how temporal synchronicity 
might be induced. 

However, problems quickly surfaced. It is notori¬ 
ously difficult to determine the “binding window,” the 
time interval during which the spatially separated pro¬ 
cessing must occur. Are mechanisms sensitive to tempo¬ 
rally coherent discharges tied to the full length of 
activated neuronal discharges, making the binding win¬ 
dow up to several hundred milliseconds? If so, then 
because distinct and changing stimuli clutter the visual 
field continuously over this long an interval, how do we 
successfully bind together the right combination of fea¬ 
tures? Is activity onset or rise time of discharge the rele¬ 
vant temporal feature? If so, this leads to difficulties when 
we consider the variable latencies of activity in different 
areas of modality-specific sensory pathways. Latency dif¬ 
ferences exist all the way back to activity in sensory recep¬ 
tor cells: Hair cells at different locations on the cochlea 
and photoreceptors at different locations on the retina 
respond at slightly different times to a single auditory or 


visual stimulus. Moving up both auditory and visual pro¬ 
cessing streams, the temporal differences at which infor¬ 
mation about different aspects of a single stimulus 
reaches later points can be tens of milliseconds. Some¬ 
how, a temporal synchronicity binding mechanism must 
compute these processing time differences. (The problem 
of latency differences is exacerbated when we consider 
multimodal—for example, visual-auditory binding 
mechanisms.) 

These biological details suggest the need for neural 
regions where temporal information converges (to carry 
out the latency computations); but now temporal syn¬ 
chronicity solutions confront a similar problem to the 
one that sunk purely spatial solutions—no solid evidence 
for such convergence sites. Temporal synchronicity solu¬ 
tions are less popular now. But the binding problem con¬ 
tinues to attract philosophers’ attention due to its obvious 
connections with consciousness and brain mechanisms. 
Rodolfo Llinas and Patricia Churchland’s The Mind- 
Brain Continuum (1996) is a good edited volume that was 
published at the time that these debates about binding 
and temporal synchronicity were raging. 

MOLECULAR AND CELLULAR 
COGNITION 

The reader might have noticed that most examples of 
neuroscientific work that has attracted philosophers’ 
attention are dated. This is not necessarily a bad thing. 
Philosophical reflection on scientific results depends on 
their scientific credibility and that takes time to establish. 
However, this limitation risks missing important new 
developments and changing foundational assumptions in 
a rapidly developing science. The lessons philosophers 
draw might then be dated as well. There is evidence that 
“foundational” change has occurred recently in neuro¬ 
science, having to do with the increasing impact of 
molecular biology. 

More than a decade ago neurobiologists Eric Kandel, 
James Schwartz, and Thomas Jessell, in the third edition 
of their textbook, Principles of Neural Science (1991), 
wrote that “the goal of neural science is to understand the 
mind: how we perceive, move, think, and remember. In 
the previous editions of this book, we stressed that 
important aspects of behavior could be explained at the 
level of individual nerve cells. ... Now it is possible to 
address these questions directly on the molecular level” 
(p. xii). With the publication of the text’s fourth edition 
(2000), and after another decade of cellular and molecu¬ 
lar investigations, these same authors announce mind-to- 
molecules “linkages” as accomplished scientific results: 
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This book ... describes how neural science is 
attempting to link molecules to mind—how 
proteins responsible for the activities of individ¬ 
ual nerve cells are related to the complexity of 
neural processes. Today it is possible to link the 
molecular dynamics of individual nerve cells to 
representations of perceptual and motor acts in 
the brain and to relate these internal mecha¬ 
nisms to observable behavior, (p. 3-4) 

These are heady claims, backed up by more than 1,400 
pages of textbook evidence drawn from a huge scientific 
literature. Yet to read much philosophical discussion of 
neuroscience, one would not even know that this work 
and attitude exists—much less that it constitutes the cur¬ 
rent mainstream of the discipline. (This mountain of 
supporting evidence also refutes the pitying lament so 
often uttered by philosophers and cognitive scientists: “If 
we only knew more about how the brain works ...” We 
do.) 

Much of this research is congealing around a field 
dubbed “molecular and cellular cognition.” According to 
the Molecular and Cellular Cognition Society’s Web site, 
the field’s stated goal is to discover “explanations of cog¬ 
nitive processes that integrate molecular, cellular, and 
behavioral mechanisms, literally bridging genes and cog¬ 
nition.” The field emerged in the early 1990s, after gene 
engineering techniques were introduced into mammalian 
neurobiology to generate knockout and transgenic 
rodents for behavioral studies. Memory has been a prin¬ 
cipal research focus, with an emphasis on consolidation 
(the transformation of labile, easily disrupted short-term 
memories into stable, enduring long-term forms) and on 
hippocampus-based memories that neuropsychologists 
call “declarative” or “explicit.” This field’s methodology is 
ruthlessly reductive. Its basic experimental strategy is to 
intervene into cellular or intracellular molecular path¬ 
ways and then track their effects in the behaving animal 
using standard tests borrowed from experimental psy¬ 
chology for the phenomenon under investigation. (So 
despite the new molecular-genetic techniques for inter¬ 
vening directly at increasingly lower levels of biological 
processes, the basic experimental logic remains interest¬ 
ingly similar to that of classical lesioning and pharmaco¬ 
logical studies.) 

At last count, more than sixty molecules have been 
implicated in the molecular mechanisms of mammalian 
long-term potentiation (LTP), an activity-dependent 
form of synaptic plasticity with memorylike features. 
However, a few figure prominently and have been targets 
of bioengineered mutations and subsequent behavioral 


study in declarative memory consolidation tasks. Cyclic 
adenosine monophosphate (cAMP) is a product of 
adenosine triphosphate (ATP) conversion into energy to 
drive cellular metabolism and activity. cAMP is the clas¬ 
sic “second messenger” of molecular biology, functioning 
as an intracellular signal for effects elsewhere in the cell. 
When available in high quantities in active neurons it 
binds to the regulatory subunits of protein kinase A 
(PKA) molecules, freeing the catalytic PKA subunits. In 
high enough quantities, the latter translocate back to the 
neuron’s nucleus, where they phosphorylate cAMP 
response element binding proteins (CREB), a family of 
gene transcriptional enhancers and repressions that turn 
on or inhibit new gene expression and protein synthesis. 

Specific targets of phosphorylated CREB transcrip¬ 
tional enhancers include genes coding for regulatory pro¬ 
teins that keep PKA molecules in their active state and 
effector proteins that resculpt the structure of active 
synapses, keeping those synapses potentiated to pre- 
synaptic activity for days to weeks. Numerous features of 
LTP have made it an attractive theoretical mechanism for 
memory consolidation for years; results from molecular 
and cellular cognition have finally lent experimental 
backing to this decades-old speculation. 

Alcino Silva’s group has used mice with a targeted 
mutation of the CREB gene on a variety of short- and 
long-term memory tasks, including the Morris water 
maze task, a combined environment-conditioned stimu¬ 
lus fear conditioning task, and a social recognition mem¬ 
ory task. These mice do not synthesize the CREB 
molecules required for long-lasting “late” LTP (L-LTP), 
although they have all the molecules necessary for 
shorter-lasting “early” LTP (E-LTP). Eric Kandel’s group 
has developed PKA regulatory subunit transgenic mice 
that overexpress those molecules in specific neural 
regions. When activity-driven cAMP molecules release 
PKA catalytic subunits, an abundance of regulatory sub¬ 
units are available to block PKA catalytic subunit translo¬ 
cation to the neuron’s nucleus (in the regions of the brain 
where the transgene is expressed). This effect halts the 
gene expression and protein synthesis necessary for L- 
LTP. If the molecular mechanisms of L-LTP are those of 
memory consolidation, then Silva’s CREB enhancer 
mutants and Kandel’s PKA regulatory transgenics should 
be intact in short-term memory tasks but impaired in 
their long-term form. These are exactly their published 
experimental results. Kandel’s results are especially com¬ 
pelling because the transgenic mice acquire long-term 
memories on tasks that involve activity in brain regions 
where the transgene is not expressed—tasks they learn 
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simultaneously with the long-term memory tasks on 
which they fail. This suggests that the deficit is not sen¬ 
sory, motor, or attentional, but instead is specific to mem¬ 
ory consolidation. 

New results from molecular and cellular cognition 
are reported in virtually every issue of journals such as 
Cell, Neuron, Journal of Neuroscience, Journal of Neuro¬ 
physiology, and Nature Neuroscience. However, they have 
yet to creep into philosophical awareness. This is unfor¬ 
tunate for at least two reasons. First, this is mainstream 
neuroscience at the turn of the twenty-first century, 
employing techniques common to the bulk of the disci¬ 
pline’s practitioners (especially compared to the number 
of cognitive neuroscientists). Second, this work is reduc- 
tionistic, especially compared to higher-level neuro¬ 
science. Philosophers who limit their attention to the 
latter not only come away with a mistaken impression of 
what constitutes state-of-the-art neuroscience; they also 
miss the reductionist attitude that informs the main¬ 
stream. This carries problems especially for philosophy of 
mind. These implications are serious enough to motivate 
fuller discussion in the final section. 

PHILOSOPHICAL IMPLICATIONS: 

REDUCTION REVISITED 

When presenting important neuroscientific findings 
above, some philosophical implications were mentioned. 
In this final section, implications for reductionism will be 
discussed in more detail. Philosophical attention to neu¬ 
roscience began with this concern. Reduction occupied 
an entire chapter in Patricia Churchland’s ground break¬ 
ing Neurophilosophy (1986). Other concerns emerged as 
philosophers engaged neuroscience, but reduction 
remains central to neurophilosophy—as witnessed by its 
prominent treatment in the first single-authored, intro¬ 
ductory neurophilosophy textbook (Churchland 2002). 
Unfortunately, the term “reduction” is less univocal than 
it once was, and its philosophical treatments and discus¬ 
sions remain frustratingly abstract and distant from 
actual scientific practice. These features cast suspicion on 
assessments of psychoneural reductionism’s philosophi¬ 
cal potential. Might closer attention to mainstream (cel¬ 
lular and molecular) neuroscience rectify this? 

Philosophical discussions of reduction were clearest 
and most fruitful when intertheoretic reduction was their 
explicit concern. This treatment goes back most promi¬ 
nently to Ernest Nagel’s classic The Structure of Science 
(1961, ch. 11). According to Nagel, reduction is deduc¬ 
tion—of the reduced theory, characterized syntactically 
as a set of propositions, with the reducing theory serving 


as premises. In interesting scientific reductions, the 
reduced theory contains descriptive terms that don’t 
occur in the reducing, so the premises of the derivation 
must also contain bridging principles or correspondence 
rules. Typically these principles were treated as material 
biconditionals (although Nagel explicitly permitted 
material conditionals) containing terms from the two 
theoretical vocabularies. In interesting scientific cases, the 
reducing theory also often corrects the reduced. On 
Nagel’s account, this feature is handled by introducing 
premises expressing counterfactual limiting assumptions 
and boundary conditions on the application of the reduc¬ 
ing theory. 

Both of these features came under serious philo¬ 
sophical criticism, many of which resulted from attempts 
by philosophers to apply Nagel’s account to increasingly 
better described cases from the history of science (includ¬ 
ing classical equilibrium thermodynamics to statistical 
mechanics and the kinetic theory of gases, Nagel’s own 
detailed example). Led by Thomas Kuhn, Paul Feyer- 
abend, Kenneth Schaffner, Lawrence Sklar, Robert 
Causey, and Clifford Hooker, philosophers of science 
proposed alternatives to Nagel’s conditions. Patrick Sup- 
pes even proposed scraping the entire syntactical view of 
theories and replacing it with a semantic view—theories 
as sets of models sharing set-theoretic or category- 
theoretic features. Intertheoretic reduction then turns 
into a mapping of these sets into one another in light of a 
variety of constraints and conditions. 

One problem with applying these detailed accounts 
from the philosophy of science to philosophy of mind is 
that neither neuroscience nor psychology seems to pro¬ 
vide robust enough theories. Most theories of intertheo¬ 
retic reduction require a complete account of lower level 
phenomena in terms of laws, generalizations, or their 
model-theoretic counterparts. But even in the best cellu¬ 
lar and molecular neuroscience, as in cell and molecular 
biology in general, few (if any) explanations are framed in 
terms of laws or generalizations. Many interactions are 
known to occur with predictable regularity and have both 
theoretical and experimental justification; but biochem¬ 
istry hasn’t even provided molecular biology with a gen¬ 
eral (and hence generalization-governed) account of how 
proteins assume their tertiary configurations. Molecular 
biologists know much about how specific molecules 
interact in specific contexts, but few explanatory general¬ 
izations are found in experimental reports, review arti¬ 
cles, or textbooks; and the few that are found do not by 
themselves yield extensive predictions or explanations of 
lower level interactions. Finally, real molecular neuro- 
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science does not provide what some law-based accounts 
of scientific theory structure require. Its explanations do 
not specify how molecular biological entities interact in 
all possible circumstances. In light of these mismatches, 
intertheoretic reduction looks like a naive account of 
actual scientific practice. 

Furthermore, its philosophical successor, functional 
reductive explanation , fares no better. According to this 
view, whose prominent advocates include Jaegwon Kim, 
David Chalmers, and Joseph Levine, a reductive explana¬ 
tion of a higher-level phenomenon is a two-step process. 
Step 1 requires a functional characterization of the phe¬ 
nomenon, in terms of its principal causes and effects. 
Step 2 involves the empirical, scientific search for the 
lower level processes, events, or mechanisms that realize 
this functional characterization. The reductive explana¬ 
tion of water by aggregates of H,0 molecules is a com¬ 
monly cited example. Scientists characterize the causal 
roles of water and its basic properties, like its boiling 
point at sea level; and empirical research reveals that 
aggregates of H,0 molecules, with their physical and 
chemical properties and dynamics, provide the underly¬ 
ing mechanisms for those causes and effects. (This 
account of reductive explanation is often employed by 
critics of mind-brain reductionism. Many philosophical 
champions of the qualitative features of consciousness 
insist that no reductive explanation of them should be 
expected, because any attempt to functionalize these fea¬ 
tures will fail to capture their qualitative essence. Hence 
Step 1 of their potential reductive explanation cannot be 
achieved.) 

It is not illuminating—quite the reverse, in fact—to 
force the actual details of state-of-the-art “molecular and 
cellular cognition” into this format. No procedures that 
typically occur in these experiments are serious candi¬ 
dates for Step 1 functionalization. And the empirical 
searches for mechanisms typically focus on finding spe¬ 
cific divergences from control group behavior in experi¬ 
mental protocols that are commonly used to study the 
cognitive phenomenon whose neurobiological reduction 
is at issue. The key step in these experiments is the inter¬ 
vention step, where techniques of cell and molecular biol¬ 
ogy are used to manipulate increasingly lower levels of 
biological organization in living, behaving organisms. 
Animals receiving the intervention—be it cellular, phar¬ 
macological, or a bioengineered mutation—are com¬ 
pared to control animals on a variety of behavioral tests 
to find specific, narrow behavioral deficits. 

These experiments are designed to leave most behav¬ 
iors intact. For only then do experimenters claim to have 


found a “reduction,” an “explanation,” or a “mechanism” 
of cognition. To force this experimental practice into the 
common philosophical model of functional reductive 
explanation occludes the subtlety of choosing which cel¬ 
lular or molecular pathways to intervene into, the exquis¬ 
iteness of the invention techniques employed, and the 
specificity of the measured behavioral effects when these 
experiments are successful. Good philosophical accounts 
of a scientific practice should illuminate, not obscure, 
these types of features-in-practice. Any consequences 
drawn about “psychoneural reduction” from an account 
that obscures them should be treated with suspicion. 

This problem is beginning to look like one of impos¬ 
ing borrowed philosophical ideals onto actual scientific 
practice. Based on prior epistemological or metaphysical 
commitments, many philosophers approach the neuro¬ 
scientific literature with preconceptions about “what 
reduction has to be.” When they fail to find their relation 
obtaining, they either deny that psychoneural reduction 
is on offer or redescribe actual cases so that these at least 
approximate it. Both responses are objectionable. The 
first drives philosophy of mind continuously farther away 
from mainstream neuroscience, which grew increasingly 
reductionistic in the last two decades of the twentieth 
century. The second keeps borrowed philosophical ideals 
alive when their actual value grows increasingly question¬ 
able, and engenders criticisms of “reductionism” based on 
“better knowledge of the actual scientific details.” A bet¬ 
ter approach within the philosophy of neuroscience 
might be to articulate the actual practices of reductionis¬ 
tic neuroscientists—the ones whose work contributes to 
the “mind-to-molecular-pathways-linkages” expressed in 
the quote cited above by Kandel, Schwartz, and Jessell. 
The result will be an account of real reduction in real 
reductionist neuroscience. One could then ask the differ¬ 
ent question of whether these practices and their results 
serve the philosophical purposes that reductionism 
claimed to serve. 

It is still too early in this metascientific investigation 
to know the answer to the last question. But careful exam¬ 
ination of the experimental work described toward the 
end of the previous section above shows that the domi¬ 
nant reductionistic methodology involves intervening 
into cellular or molecular processes and then tracking the 
behavioral effects in the living animal using standard tests 
drawn from experimental psychology. Often much in 
vitro experimental work must be done first to discover 
where these interventions are best placed and which 
intervention techniques are best suited for the task. Cel¬ 
lular physiology still contributes intervention techniques 
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such as cortical microstimulation; pharmacology still 
contributes a variety of drugs and delivery systems. Dur¬ 
ing the last decade of the twentieth century, transcranial 
magnetic stimulation developed more precise techniques 
for delivering a circumscribed magnetic field to increas¬ 
ingly precise neuronal targets. And molecular biology and 
biotechnology provided powerful techniques for gene 
manipulations, enabling experimenters to develop tar¬ 
geted gene knockouts and to insert transgenes to inhibit 
or exacerbate specific protein synthesis. Attached to 
appropriate promoter regions (base pair sequences in the 
genetic material that control the onset of gene expres¬ 
sion), transgenic expression and subsequent protein syn¬ 
thesis can be limited to increasingly localized neuron 
populations. 

Armed with these cellular and molecular interven¬ 
tion techniques, and coupled with detailed neuroanatom- 
ical knowledge about cell circuits leading ultimately to 
motor neurons and the muscle fibers they innervate, neu¬ 
roscientists can make increasingly accurate predictions of 
behavioral effects on a variety of experimental tasks. Suc¬ 
cessful experimental results yield the conclusion that the 
specific cognitive phenomenon, “operationalized” using 
the behavioral tests employed, reduces to the cellular or 
molecular processes intervened into, within the neurons 
comprising the circuits leading ultimately to the muscu¬ 
lature. Appeals to “higher level” neuroscientific concepts 
and resources no longer appear in the resulting explana¬ 
tions. One reads in this scientific literature about contri¬ 
butions to “a molecular biology of cognition, to “bridges 
linking genes and behavior,” and to explanations “of cog¬ 
nitive processes that integrate molecular, cellular and 
behavioral mechanisms.” Within “molecular and cellular 
cognition,” resources from cognitive neuroscience play 
essential heuristic roles. But once they have served their 
purposes to yield new “intervene molecularly and track 
behaviorally” results, they fall away from the discipline’s 
best available account of cognition’s neural mechanisms. 
Philosophers (and many cognitive scientists) might not 
recognize these scientific practices and results, but that 
reaction reflects nothing more than their lack of familiar¬ 
ity with ongoing neuroscientific practice. This methodol¬ 
ogy is central to mainstream reductionistic neuroscience 
at the turn of the twentieth century. If one wishes to 
rail against “psychoneural reductionism,” one should at 
least rail against the actual practices and results of real 
reductionistic neuroscience—not against preconceived 
assumptions about what those practices and results “have 
to be.” 


This final point raises the intriguing question of 
whether neuroscience as a whole is univocal about the 
nature of reduction. More than likely it is not. Midway 
through the first decade of the twenty-first century, neu¬ 
roscience is a remarkable interdisciplinary melding of 
different experimental techniques, methodological 
hunches, and interpretive assumptions. Molecular biol¬ 
ogy revolutionized the discipline in the late twentieth 
century, but so did new tools for functional brain imag¬ 
ing. Dynamical systems mathematics, applied initially to 
analyze artificial neural networks, provided fruitful new 
formal resources. Neuroscience’s traditional core disci¬ 
plines, neuroanatomy and electrophysiology, have 
enjoyed continual refinement. Rigorous neurological and 
neuropsychological assessment continue to develop. With 
so many questions being pursued—and philosophers 
would do well to compare attendance at their annual pro¬ 
fessional meetings with the more than 30,000 registrants 
at the 2004 Society for Neuroscience annual meeting— 
and so many techniques pitched at so many different lev¬ 
els of brain organization, it would be astonishing if 
“reduction”s meant the same thing across this discipline. 
Perhaps disagreements within philosophy about the neu¬ 
roscientific plausibility of “psychoneural reduction” 
result more from philosophers latching onto different 
uses of this notion across neuroscience, rather than from 
ignorance or mistaken analysis. Sorting through these 
notions and discovering which neuroscientific practices 
employ each is one way that philosophers could con¬ 
tribute to ongoing neuroscientific development, instead 
of serving as mere sideline spectators or “science journal¬ 
ists.” 

See also Kim, Jaegwon; Kuhn, Thomas; Memory; Mind- 
Body Problem; Nagel, Ernest; Philosophy of Biology; 
Philosophy of Mind; Reductionism in the Philosophy 
of Mind. 
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NEWCOMB’S PROBLEM 

See Decision Theory 

NEW ENGLAND 
TRANSCENDENTALISM 

The New England transcendentalists were an influential 
but decidedly heterogeneous group of young writers, crit¬ 
ics, philosophers, theologians, and social reformers whose 
activities centered in and around Concord, Massachu¬ 
setts, from about 1836 to 1860. Insofar as they can be con¬ 
sidered to have subscribed to a common body of 
doctrine, their leader and spokesman was Ralph Waldo 
Emerson (1803-1882). Apart from Platonism and Uni¬ 
tarian Christianity, the chief formative intellectual influ¬ 
ence on the group was German idealism. It was not, 
however, the dense and difficult epistemological works of 
Immanuel Kant, Johann Gottlieb Fichte, Friedrich 
Schelling, and G. W. F. Hegel that primarily attracted the 
transcendentalists; although nearly all had made some 
attempt to read the German philosophers, very few had 
persevered to the point of mastering them. Rather, it was 
the more personalized and poetic expressions of Johann 
Wolfgang von Goethe, Novalis, William Wordsworth, 
Samuel Taylor Coleridge, and Thomas Carlyle, together 


with the belletristic expositions of Mme. de Stael’s De 
VAllemagne (New York, 1814) and Victor Cousin’s Intro¬ 
duction a Yhistoire de la philosophic (English translation, 
Boston, 1832) that provided Emerson and his disciples 
with whatever philosophical nourishment they possessed. 
Thus, far from being in any strict sense a primarily philo¬ 
sophical movement, New England transcendentalism was 
first and foremost a literary phenomenon. It was a pas¬ 
sionate outcry on the part of a number of brilliant and 
highly articulate young Americans who had become so 
intoxicated with the spirit of European romanticism that 
they could no longer tolerate the narrow rationalism, 
pietism, and conservatism of their fathers. 

After Emerson and Henry David Thoreau 
(1817-1862), the more important early transcendental¬ 
ists were William Ellery Channing (1780-1842)—“Dr. 
Channing,” as Emerson called him—distinguished cler¬ 
gyman and social reformer, leader of the Unitarian revolt 
against Calvinism; Amos Bronson Alcott (1799-1888), 
mystic, educationalist, and reformer; George Ripley 
(1802-1880), Germanist, disciple of Francois Marie 
Charles Fourier, and one of the founders of the Brook 
Farm community and of the Dial (the chief transcenden- 
talist periodical); Orestes Augustus Brownson 
(1803-1876), journalist and clergyman whose lifelong 
attempt to reconcile religious conviction with radical 
views about social reform led him to embrace, in turn, 
nearly every available variety of Christianity from Presby¬ 
terianism to Catholicism; Frederic Henry Hedge 
(1805-1890), scholar, authority on German philosophy, 
founder in 1836 of the informal Transcendental Club for 
“exchange of thought among those interested in the new 
views in philosophy, theology and literature”; Margaret 
Fuller (1810-1850), literary critic, political radical, femi¬ 
nist, author of Woman in the Nineteenth Century (1845), 
and first editor of the Dial (1840-1844); Theodore Parker 
(1810-1860), dissenting Unitarian preacher and aboli¬ 
tionist whose ordination discourse, “The Transient and 
Permanent in Christianity” (delivered in Boston in 1841), 
denied the necessity of believing in biblical inspiration 
and in miracles and led Emerson to nickname him the 
Savonarola of transcendentalism; Jones Very 
(1813-1880), poet and eccentric; James Freeman Clarke 
(1810-1888), Unitarian minister and religious pamphlet¬ 
eer; and Christopher Pearse Cranch (1813-1892), minis¬ 
ter, painter, critic, and poet. Among the later 
transcendentalists were John Weis (1818-1879), Samuel 
Longfellow (1819-1892), J. E. Cabot (1821-1903), O. B. 
Frothingham (1822-1895), and Moncure D. Conway 
(1832-1907). It is debatable whether Nathaniel 
Hawthorne should be counted as a transcendentalist, but 
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it is certain that, with other major imaginative writers like 
James Russell Lowell, John Greenleaf Whittier, Henry 
Wadsworth Longfellow, and Walt Whitman, Hawthorne 
owed much to his contact with transcendentalist modes 
of thought and feeling. 

THE NATURE OF 
TRANSCENDENTALISM 

“What is popularly called Transcendentalism among us,” 
Emerson explained to a Boston audience in 1842, “is Ide¬ 
alism; Idealism as it appears in 1842” (“The Transcenden¬ 
talist”). Yet we must add that it was a form of idealism 
that included and frequently confused the technical or 
epistemological idealism of the post-Kantian philoso¬ 
phers and the more vaguely understood “idealism”—in 
the sense of romantic aspirationism—of Wordsworth’s 
“Intimations” ode and Novalis’s Fragmente. The term 
transcendental was derived, Emerson claimed, from the 
use made of it by Kant, who had demonstrated that there 
was “a very important class of ideas, or imperative forms, 
which did not come by experience, but through which 
experience was acquired; that these were intuitions [sic] 
of the mind itself”; and that Kant had called them “Tran¬ 
scendental forms.” This somewhat subjective exposition 
(contrast, for example, Critique of Pure Reason, B 25, A 
11-12) led Emerson to conclude that consequently 
“whatever belongs to the class of intuitive thought, is 
popularly called at the present day Transcendental.” Here, 
of course, the word intuitive is being employed in its most 
general sense, quite dissociated from any philosophical 
use, so that Emerson could immediately go on lamely to 
characterize the “Transcendentalist” as one who displays a 
predominant “tendency to respect [his] intuitions.” 

The failure on the part of the movement’s leader to 
give any really informative definition of transcendental¬ 
ism is nevertheless instructive. Because of their intellec¬ 
tual eclecticism and avowed individualism, their 
subjective fads and eccentricities, and, above all, their 
wide range of activities, which embraced almost every 
aspect of American cultural life in the mid-nineteenth 
century, any attempt to express the outlook of the New 
England transcendentalists in a single formula is bound 
to fail. O. B. Frothingham was certainly right when he 
admitted that transcendentalism was not a systematic 
theory of life but something more like a state of mind, “an 
enthusiasm, a wave of sentiment, a breath of mind that 
caught up such as were prepared to receive it, elated them, 
transported them, and passed on—no man knowing 
whither it went.” 


In a clear sense, however, the transcendentalists were 
the inheritors of certain forms of sensibility already well 
developed within the European romantic movement: a 
vague yet exalting conception of the godlike nature of the 
human spirit and an insistence on the authority of indi¬ 
vidual conscience; a related respect for the significance 
and autonomy of every facet of human experience within 
the organic totality of life; a consequent eschewal of all 
forms of metaphysical dualism, reductivism, and posi¬ 
tivism; nature conceived not as a vast machine demand¬ 
ing impersonal manipulation but as an organism, a 
symbol and analogue of mind, and a moral educator for 
the poet who can read her hieroglyphics; a sophisticated 
understanding of the uses of history in self-culture; in 
general, the placing of imagination over reason, creativity 
above theory, action higher than contemplation, and a 
marked tendency to see the spontaneous activity of the 
creative artist as the ultimate achievement of civiliza¬ 
tion—these were the more pervasive principles shared by 
all thinkers of the New England school. Yet if “idealism,” 
or, better still, “romanticism,” serves roughly to denote 
the genus of transcendentalism, it is important to deter¬ 
mine the specific characteristics of the American version. 

AMERICAN CHARACTERISTICS 

American transcendentalism differed from its European 
counterparts in at least two important ways. First, unlike 
most forms of European idealism in the nineteenth cen¬ 
tury, transcendentalism was not simply closely allied with 
contemporary theological speculation and debate but 
arose directly out of it. The majority of its original adher¬ 
ents, including Channing, Emerson, Parker, Ripley, and 
Cranch, were, or had been, Unitarian clergymen, and 
from the point of view of cultural history the advent of 
transcendentalism must be seen as the final liberation of 
the American religious consciousness from the narrow 
Calvinism that Unitarianism had already done much to 
ameliorate. This is not, however, to imply that transcen¬ 
dentalism was primarily a movement within the Christ¬ 
ian church. For its outcome, as the works of Emerson and 
Thoreau, for example, amply testify, was essentially secu¬ 
lar and humanist in the widest sense. 

Second, the later inception of romantic idealism in 
the United States led its exponents to less fluctuating and 
at the same time less radical programs of social reform. If 
the typical German or English romantic began with an 
enthusiasm for the ideals of the French Revolution, 
became disillusioned by the Terror, and ended his career 
a conservative, Emerson’s disciples felt the outcome of the 
Revolution as something more distant and, in any case, 
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European. Their social philosophy was the natural out¬ 
come of their reactions to the very different American 
scene. The majority of transcendentalists never wavered 
in their active opposition to slavery, imperialism, bureau¬ 
cratization, and cultural philistinism; yet, partly because 
the United States had already achieved a democracy and 
partly because Western expansion kept economic condi¬ 
tions relatively good, the transcendentalists were not 
incited to the more extreme forms of political protest 
characteristic of such European inheritors of idealism as 
Karl Marx and Pierre-Joseph Proudhon. 

See also Brownson, Orestes Augustus; Carlyle, Thomas; 
Channing, William Ellery; Coleridge, Samuel Taylor; 
Cousin, Victor; Emerson, Ralph Waldo; Fichte, Johann 
Gottlieb; Fourier, Francois Marie Charles; Goethe, 
Johann Wolfgang von; Hegel, Georg Wilhelm 
Friedrich; Idealism; Kant, Immanuel; Marx, Karl; Neo- 
Kantianism; Novalis; Parker, Theodore; Platonism and 
the Platonic Tradition; Proudhon, Pierre-Joseph; 
Schelling, Friedrich Wilhelm Joseph von; Stael-Hol- 
stein, Anne Louise Germaine Necker, Baronne de; 
Thoreau, Henry David. 
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NEW ENGLAND 

TRANSCENDENTALISM 

[ADDENDUM] 

The transcendentalist departure from Unitarianism was 
bolstered by the Biblical criticism of Johann Gottfried 
von Herder, who suggested in The Spirit of Hebrew Poetry 
(1782/1833) both that the Bible is a human poetic con¬ 
struction, and that works just as authoritative can still be 
written. This was precisely Emerson’s standpoint at the 
opening of Nature (1836), where he asked, “Why should 
not we have a poetry and philosophy of insight and not of 
tradition, and a religion by revelation to us, and not the 
history of theirs?” (1971—, 1:7). In his controversial 


“Divinity School Address” (1838), Emerson urged Har¬ 
vard graduates to find redemption in the “Soul,” not in an 
“eastern monarchy of a Christianity” that proceeded “as if 
God were dead” (1971—, 1: 82, 84). 

In “Experience” (1844), Emerson developed most 
fully and creatively the Kantian idea that there are forms 
through which we acquire experience. Stating that the 
universe “inevitably wear[s] our color,” Emerson devel¬ 
oped a categoreal scheme that he called “the Lords of 
Life”—including “Temperament,” “Surface,” “Succes¬ 
sion,” “Surprise,” and “Illusion.” Against this background 
he set out an epistemology of moods, according to which 
moods are like beads strung on the iron wire of tempera¬ 
ment, each showing “only what lies in its focus” (1971—, 3: 
30). Emerson stated in “Circles” that “our moods do not 
believe in each other” (1971—, 2: 182)—a statement show¬ 
ing that moods contain beliefs and at the same time indi¬ 
cating their radically inconsistent outlooks. 

Emerson’s ethical thought centered on “self- 
reliance,” which is both a positive search for the best in 
oneself—our “unattained but attainable self,” as he put it 
in “History” (1971—, 2: 5)—and, in its negative moment, 
an “aversion” to “conformity.” Emerson characterized 
society as “in conspiracy against the manhood of every 
one of its members” (1971—, 2: 29)—a conspiracy all too 
effective in producing individuals who “skulk” and 
“sneak” through their lives, or gather together like “bugs” 
and “spawn.” Emerson’s critique was thus directed not so 
much at specific actions as at a manner of living. He gave 
an existentialist twist to a passage from Rene Descartes’s 
Meditations when he wrote, “Man is timid and apologetic; 
he is no longer upright; he dares not say ‘I think,’ ‘I am,’ 
but quotes some saint or sage” (1971—, 2: 38). For Emer¬ 
son, as for his contemporary Soren Kierkegaard, thinking 
and existing are not just given; they are risky ventures. 
Emerson’s heroes manifest a sense of command and over¬ 
flowing worth, as well as a tendency toward spontaneity 
and whim. Friendships of such heroes are alliances of 
“large formidable natures, mutually beheld, mutually 
feared” (1971- 2: 123). 

Henry David Thoreau, in Walden (1854/1989), pro¬ 
duced a work of ethical and political philosophy that, like 
Plato’s Republic, considers the necessities of life. On the 
basis of his “experiment” of living at Walden Pond for two 
and a half years, Thoreau concluded that he can survive 
for a year on six weeks of labor. This left him time to 
“own” the landscape by sitting in it, sound the depths of 
the pond, watch the spring come in, talk with the occa¬ 
sional visitor, and, more generally, “improve the nick of 
time.” Guided by the Greek and Roman philosophy he 
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read as an undergraduate at Harvard College and by his 
readings in Indian and Chinese thought, Thoreau under¬ 
stood philosophy as the search for “a life of simplicity, 
independence, magnanimity, and trust.” In this sense, he 
observed, “there are nowadays professors of philosophy, 
but not philosophers” (p. 14). 

In the “Economy” chapter of Walden, Thoreau con¬ 
sidered human life as a precious commodity: “The cost of 
a thing is the amount of what I will call life which is 
required to be exchanged for it, immediately, or in the 
long run.” He concluded that people pay a high cost for 
the lives they lead, that their lives are modes of strange 
“penance,” and that a “stereotyped but unconscious 
despair is concealed even under what are called the games 
and amusements of mankind” (p. 8). 

Although he portrayed himself variously as growing 
beans, peering through the ice of the pond, walking and 
sitting and “suddenly finding himself neighbor to the 
birds,” the main outcome of Thoreau’s time at Walden 
Pond was the book in which he recorded his life there, a 
book that, in the chapter “Reading,” offered a theory of 
itself. Thoreau contrasted with the “classics” of every 
great culture a popular series of books called “Little Read¬ 
ing”: books, as he put it, that “we have to stand on tiptoe 
to read and devote our most alert and wakeful hours to.” 
After he finished Walden, Thoreau began to think of his 
immense journal as just such a book, perhaps even closer 
to nature, with “each page ... written in its own season & 
out of doors” (1993, p. 67). 

Thoreau’s “Resistance to Civil Government” (1849) 
was a response to his night in jail for not paying the poll 
tax, and served as a source for the nonviolent resistance 
practiced by Mahatma Gandhi and Martin Luther King 
Jr. Thoreau argued that the citizen has no duty to align his 
conscience with the state, and a responsibility to oppose 
its immoral actions. He wrote, “I cannot for an instant 
recognize that political organization as my government 
which is the slave’s government also” (1973, p. 67). The 
country could rid itself of slavery, he argued, if large 
numbers of people refused to pay their taxes and were 
willing to go to jail. Later, as Thoreau and Emerson 
became more agitated about slavery, Thoreau supported 
violence to end it. In “A Plea for Captain John Brown” 
(1859), he stated, “A man has a perfect right to interfere 
by force with the slaveholder, in order to rescue the slave” 
(1973, p. 132). 

Margaret Fuller’s death in a shipwreck in 1849 
deprived the transcendentalists of a powerful journalist 
and feminist writer. In Woman in the Nineteenth Century 
(1845), a revision of her essay “The Great Lawsuit” 


(1843), she maintained that masculinity and femininity 
are intertwined, that there is “no wholly masculine 
man, no purely feminine woman.” Women’s free self- 
development, she argued, is necessary for the renovation 
of society, including marriage. “Union,” she wrote, “is 
only possible to those who are units” (Myerson 2000, pp. 
418,419). 

INFLUENCES ON PHILOSOPHY 

Friedrich Nietzsche read Emerson at three critical points 
in his life, transcribed passages from Emerson’s essays in 
his journals, and wrote, “ Emerson .—Never have I felt so 
much at home in a book, and in my home” (Goodman 
1997, p. 160). Emerson’s ideas about nobility, history, 
friendship, overcoming self-inertia, and self-reliance 
presage Nietzsche’s Untimely Meditations and Thus Spoke 
Zarathustra. A sentence from Emerson’s “History” is the 
epigraph to the first edition of Nietzsche’s Gay Science: 
“To the poet, to the philosopher, to the saint, all things are 
friendly and sacred, all events profitable, all days holy, all 
men divine” (Emerson 1971—, 2: 8). 

In the United States, Emerson’s stress on action and 
the future, his humanistic or Kantian portrayal of the role 
of the self in forming the world, and his focus on the indi¬ 
vidual chimed with central emphases of William James’s 
pragmatism. John Dewey considered Emerson “the one 
philosopher of the New World fit to have his name 
uttered in the same breath with that of Plato,” and found 
in his writings an anticipation of his view that ideals are 
present in our “immediate experience.” Emerson and 
Thoreau are central to Stanley Cavell’s investigations of 
“reading,” “aversive thinking,” and “moral perfectionism,” 
and to his related discussions of Martin Heidegger, 
Friedrich Nietzsche, and Ludwig Wittgenstein in The 
Senses of Walden (1981), Emerson’s Transcendental Etudes 
(2003), and other works. 

See also Cavell, Stanley; Conscience; Descartes, Rene; 
Dewey, John; Emerson, Ralph Waldo; Emotion; Hei¬ 
degger, Martin; Herder, Johann Gottfried; James, 
William; Kierkegaard, Soren Aabye; King, Martin 
Luther; Neo-Kantianism; Nietzsche, Friedrich; Plato; 
Pragmatism; Thoreau, Henry David; Wittgenstein, 
Ludwig Josef Johann. 
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NEWMAN, JOHN HENRY 

(1801-1890) 

John Henry Newman, an English philosopher of religion 
and cardinal of the Roman Catholic Church, was born in 
London, the son of a banker (later a brewer) who gave his 
children a love of music and literature. The young New¬ 
man was thoroughly familiar with the writings of both 
the romantic poets and the English deists. Raised as an 
Anglican, he underwent a deep religious experience when 
he was fifteen, and thenceforth he was strongly convinced 
of God’s interior presence and providence. The mottoes 
chosen by Newman at this time foreshadowed his reli¬ 
gious quest and interest in development: “Holiness rather 
than peace,” and “Growth the only evidence of life.” 

He matriculated in 1816 at Trinity College, Oxford, 
where he read strenuously in the classics and mathemat¬ 
ics. A fellowship at Oriel College at Oxford won him 
entrance to its common room, which proverbially “stank 
of logic.” In 1824 Newman took holy orders. 

The Oriel noetics, led by Richard Whately, gave New¬ 
man a taste for cool logical analysis of religious problems. 
His greatest influence at Oxford was exerted in company 
with Richard Froude, John Keble, and Edward B. Pusey. 
The Oxford movement sought to revive a living, full sense 
of the church and tradition through a series of incisive 
Tracts for the Times (1833-1841), culminating in New¬ 
man’s Tract 90, which earned him an official censure. 
Newman’s historical research in the Church Fathers and 
his theory of development in Christian doctrine eventu¬ 
ally convinced him that the ideal of an Anglican via media 
was illusory. In 1845 he was received into the Roman 
Catholic Church, in 1847 he was ordained, and in 1848 he 
established the Birmingham Oratory as a center for those 
who shared his aspirations. 

Newman struggled futilely during the years 
1851-1858 to succeed as rector of the new Catholic Uni¬ 
versity of Ireland, but political forces were too strong for 
him. Out of this defeat, however, came his main educa¬ 
tional work, The Idea of a University (1852, 1859), which 
looked forward to a new synthesis of scientific, humanis¬ 
tic, and theological studies. Newman’s strongly felt 
defense of his religious integrity and conversion 
expressed in his Apologia Pro Vita Sua (1864) restored his 
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rapport with educated readers in England. It also cleared 
the path for the presentation of his basic philosophical 
views on knowledge and his defense of the reasonable 
character of the act of religious faith. Newman regarded 
his Essay in Aid of a Grammar of Assent (1870) as his way 
of discharging an intellectual debt to his generation and 
to religious seekers of every age. In recognition of his dis¬ 
tinguished service to the church, Pope Leo XIII created 
him a cardinal in 1879. Even in his last years, Newman 
kept up an active interest in questions of science, biblical 
criticism, and religious beliefs. 

Newman belongs in the tradition of British church¬ 
men who have contributed to philosophical thought. 
This he did in the course of dealing with certain problems 
of a religious and theological nature. He was well read in 
such Enlightenment sources as David Hume, Voltaire, 
and Thomas Paine and had an early awareness of the 
modern philosophical difficulties propounded against 
Christianity. Under pressure from such critics, Newman 
felt obliged to sift the grounds for his own adherence to 
theism and the Christian faith. He made a close study of 
the rationalistic apologetic used by William Paley and by 
Whately in defense of the existence of God and the basic 
articles of the Christian creed. Although Newman appre¬ 
ciated their search for rigor, he remained unconvinced by 
their particular way of achieving it. Their formalism 
remained completely impersonal and abstract, leaving 
out of account the process whereby the individual mind 
comes to see the import of an argument and gives its 
assent to the statements under discussion. Newman 
found a much more realistic account of mental opera¬ 
tions in the analyses of inquiry made by three sources: 
Aristotle (especially in the Nicomachean Ethics), the 
Greek Fathers, and Joseph Butler. These sources all 
stressed the importance of probable reasoning and anal¬ 
ogy, especially in cases involving contingent realities and 
moral questions. Somewhat to his surprise, Newman also 
discovered a similar stress in Francis Bacon, Isaac New¬ 
ton, and the Newtonians as soon as they faced the prob¬ 
lem of relating their formal structures to concrete nature. 

FORMAL AND INFORMAL REASONING 

Groping during his Oxford years for a way of stating the 
difference between the sequence of logical steps and the 
path of the mind in discovery, Newman came to the dis¬ 
tinction between formal and informal reasoning. In 
mathematics and formal logic, the regulative principle is 
furnished by the formal relations among the elements of 
the argument and the internal consequence of steps. The 
relations can be stated in a general way without taking 


into account the difficulties that individual minds may 
have in following the formal entailments. From the logi- 
comathematical standpoint, questions about our way of 
grasping the proof are either deemed irrelevant or 
assigned to the psychological order. Newman accepted 
this position insofar as it was meant to preserve the 
integrity of the standpoint of formal reasoning and the 
rigor of its deductive method. But he was unable to accept 
Whately’s rationalistic conclusion that nothing more is 
ever required for establishing a doctrine than to exhibit 
its conformity with a pattern of formal reasoning. If a 
statement asserts something about existent things and if 
we are invited to accept this assertion, then something 
more is involved than the application of a general pattern 
of formal argument. The particular ways of backing the 
argument must be considered, and they must be consid¬ 
ered by individual minds called upon to weigh their 
agreement with the world we experience. 

When Newman himself tried to set down in the 
Apologia Pro Vita Sua the stages in his religious journey 
toward Catholicism, he found further evidence of his 
contention that the grounds and stages of argument in 
concrete matters cannot be fully formalized. He did not 
regard religious inquiry as being peculiar in this respect, 
but rather as agreeing with the common human condi¬ 
tion of informal reasoning. The religious inquirer uses his 
mind in much the same way as does the jurist, the histo¬ 
rian, and the biologist: All share in a common pattern of 
inquiry that demands a distinctive and responsible use of 
intelligence moving in a region somewhere between for¬ 
malism and psychologism. A prominent task of New¬ 
man’s main philosophical book, An Essay in Aid of a 
Grammar of Assent, was to explore the middle ground of 
inference that eludes complete formalization and yet 
achieves results capable of surviving the formal tests. In a 
general way, he described this region as a concrete per¬ 
sonal mode of reasoning, which he customarily divided 
into natural and informal inference. 

"CONCRETE” REASONING 

The reasoning is called “concrete” as an indication of its 
ultimate terms of reference and control. Newman was 
strongly convinced that ours is a world of individual unit 
things, each of which has its unique nature and history. 
There is sufficient likeness among individuals to permit 
comparison and general statements, but there is no real 
identity and hence no completely general way of follow¬ 
ing the logical rules to establish our statements about 
them. In the study of individual entities, a gap eventually 
opens between general rules and concrete matters of fact. 
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It cannot be closed by carrying on some further manipu¬ 
lation of the formal procedures in logic, and one is forced 
to bring into play the personal discernment of the living 
mind working upon what it experiences. Man’s reasoning 
becomes concrete in response to this situation. 

When he inquires about concrete existents, each man 
assumes personal responsibility for the conduct of his 
own understanding. Although he cannot violate the logi¬ 
cal system or the pattern of the language, he must deter¬ 
mine issues that cannot be settled solely in their formal 
terms. In the ordinary course of life, one does not stop to 
reflect upon the methodological issues involved but 
plunges directly into the particular matters at hand. New¬ 
man refers to this unreflective and implicit sort of con¬ 
crete thinking as a natural mode of inference, one that is 
not burdened by any second-level questioning about the 
kind of use being made of the mind. Every person is faced 
with practical decisions and moral choices that require a 
personal assessment of the circumstances and particular 
means and end in view. There is a point at which even a 
great military leader cannot rely solely upon the rules of 
strategy and his formal conception of warfare; he must 
place all these aids at the service of his personal estimate 
of a particular military situation in order to make a 
responsible decision. He is directly engaged in concrete 
reasoning in the natural mode of inference. 

Yet Newman did not restrict concrete reasoning to 
conditions of great practical stress, where reflection on 
one’s method is a luxury that cannot be indulged. He rec¬ 
ognized the pattern of concrete intelligence in the judg¬ 
ments made by the historian, the art critic, the jurist, and 
the scientist. Here there is often an opportunity for 
attending to the problem of method. In the degree that 
individuals who make these judgments reflect upon their 
procedures and make an explicit theme of them, they are 
involved in what Newman calls concrete reasoning in the 
informal mode of inference. The concrete uses of intelli¬ 
gence are now thematized and critically controlled. The 
reasoning is informal insofar as it deals with questions 
that cannot be settled by appealing simply to the formal 
logical rules, but still it is a quite deliberate and reflective 
way of reasoning. Informal reasoning is required by our 
world of particulars, but this world does not prevent us 
from reflecting upon the way in which we explore and 
interpret it. 

THE ILLATIVE SENSE 

Newman proposed the theory of the illative sense to 
account for the certitude that may be attached to infor¬ 
mal judgments. Here he was not trying to burden the 


mind with a new and esoteric faculty but sought instead 
to account for a definite feature of our intellectual activ¬ 
ity. Hence he remarked that illative sense is only a grand 
name for designating a very ordinary way of using the 
mind. 

A distinction is needed between certainty and certi¬ 
tude. Newman regarded certainty as a formally deter¬ 
minable quality of propositions and assigned its study to 
the logician. Newman’s own interest centers upon certi¬ 
tude as a quality of the mind when it is engaged in con¬ 
crete reasoning of both the natural and the informal sort. 
Concrete reasoning yields certitude when it enables us to 
recognize and affirm the truth of some proposition. Cer¬ 
titude is not achieved, as the rationalists maintain, 
through an impersonal coercion of the mind by the force 
of the formal elements contained in it. In all reasoning, 
but especially in concrete inference, certitude consists in 
an active response of the mind to the weight and tenor of 
the argument, a living recognition of the meaning and the 
truth of the proposition that states some findings. Fur¬ 
thermore, this certitudinal apprehension of the truth of 
the proposition is an inalienably individual act. I come to 
grasp the import of an argument; I see the bearing of the 
evidence; I give my assent to the proposition as true. 

For my warrant in accepting the proposition, I can¬ 
not fall back exclusively upon the general canons of logic 
and the common structure of the language. Although 
Newman recognized their indispensable contribution by 
way of opposition to sentimentalism in thought, he 
believed that in the final analysis these elements cannot 
settle issues about the concretely existent. The illative 
sense refers to the type of operation of the human mind 
as it engages in concrete reasoning, reaches a conclusion 
of inference, and determines whether to give its certitudi¬ 
nal assent to the inferred proposition about a concrete 
reality: 

The sole and final judgment on the validity of an 
inference in concrete matter is committed to the 
personal action of the ratiocinative faculty, the 
perfection or virtue of which I have called the 
Illative Sense. ... It is the mind that reasons, and 
that controls its own reasonings, not any techni¬ 
cal apparatus of words and propositions. This 
power of judging and concluding, when in its 
perfection, I call the Illative Sense. (Grammar, 

Ch. 9) 

Thus when Newman claimed to be developing a theory of 
the mind more empirical than John Locke’s, he instanced 
this functional analysis of the illative sense. 
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The illative use of the mind is observable not only in 
the concluding act of an inference in concrete issues but 
also at the outset and along the way of the reasoning. 
Newman pointed out the need for a personal use of intel¬ 
ligence—especially in creative work as done, for example, 
by Newton or Edward Gibbon—in order to suggest the 
governing hypothesis, to gauge the strength of some par¬ 
ticular stage in the inquiry, and to discern the bearing of 
many outlying investigations upon the main problem. We 
seek to conduct ourselves responsibly in all these opera¬ 
tions, and the term illative sense refers to the intellectual 
mastery or perfection that an individual develops for 
inquiries in some concrete field. It comes close to the 
Aristotelian habit of prudence or practical wisdom, 
except that it can reach into the speculative order and 
attain certitude there. Newman added that despite a sim¬ 
ilar pattern of concrete logic for different fields, the per¬ 
sonal mastery cannot simply be transferred from one area 
to another. A man may give us good grounds for trusting 
his judgment in military affairs or biological questions, 
whereas he may be utterly lacking in sagacity in respect to 
political legislation. 

Newman did not isolate religious inquiry from other 
concrete uses of intelligence but required it to conform to 
the common requirements of concrete inquiry. The reli¬ 
gious person is not concerned solely with abstract and 
general issues but seeks the truth about the reality of God, 
the person of Christ, the complex life of the church, and 
the individual soul’s response to them all. These matters 
belong in the region of concrete existence and thus 
impose their own requirements upon the searcher’s 
mind. The interested individual cannot do justice to the 
issues if he confines himself to what can be ascertained 
exclusively from the use of formal reasoning. Such a 
restriction is bound to lead to a noncommittal attitude, 
not because of the religious issues as such but because of 
the failure to make use of the concrete reasoning required 
by the situation. 

PROBABILITY AND ASSENT 

At this juncture, however, Newman was confronted with 
a strong objection propounded by William Froude 
(brother of Richard Froude) and other members of the 
Victorian scientific community. They noted Newman’s 
statement in the Apologia about his agreement with 
Joseph Butler that probability is the guide of our life. In 
addition they noted the function assigned by Newman to 
the illative sense of discerning the convergence of proba¬ 
bilities among several strands of argument. To Froude, it 
seemed that the unavoidable result is that Newman’s way 


of concrete reasoning can yield nothing higher than a 
probable conclusion, which is essentially open to constant 
revision. This falls considerably short of the certitude 
claimed by Newman for the act of religious faith. 

Newman’s treatment of this difficulty constitutes 
another major topic in the Grammar of Assent. Indeed, 
the book’s title derives from his wrestling with this issue, 
as recorded in the following entry in his journal. “At last, 
when I was up at Glion over the Lake of Geneva, it struck 
me ‘You are wrong in beginning with certitude—certi¬ 
tude is only a kind of assent—you should begin with con¬ 
trasting assent and inference.’ On that hint I spoke, 
finding it a key to my own ideas” ( Journal, August 11, 
1865). In fixing upon assent as something different from 
inference, Newman was able to clarify his position with 
respect to Froude’s objection. His terminology was geared 
to the earlier, Lockean era in British empiricism, but the 
thrust of his argument concerns the relationship between 
religious faith and what Charles Peirce was already calling 
the ideal of scientific fallibilism. 

Newman felt that at least one difficulty rested upon a 
linguistic confusion. His critics treated probability as a 
trait belonging to propositions and arguments, in which 
respect they contrasted it with the certainty of proposi¬ 
tions. But just as he considered certitude a quality of the 
mind, so Newman viewed probability as a relationship 
involving the mind in an existential situation, rather than 
as a relationship among propositions in an argument. In 
Newman’s conception, reasoning is probable to the extent 
that it is nonformal. Whenever inference is carried on in 
a context other than that of formal logic and mathemat¬ 
ics, it is probable in the sense of not being governed by the 
intention of yielding a logicomathematical sort of proof. 
So understood, the probable is not contrasted with the 
demonstrative and the certain as such, but rather with the 
formal kind of demonstration and the abstract kind of 
certitude. Whenever the mind is inquiring about a con¬ 
crete matter of fact, it is engaged in probable reasoning. 
This means that we are adapting our investigation to the 
conditions of particular existents, not that we are seeking 
only a weaker form of evidence and consequence in our 
reasoning. Thus probability, as understood by Newman, 
does not exclude certitude of assent but permits it to be 
achieved in matters pertaining to the concrete world and 
its connections in being. 

Historically, Newman had to face Locke’s restriction 
of probability to those inevident relations among ideas 
that permit neither intuitive nor demonstrative knowl¬ 
edge. Locke also held that belief is an act of assent that 
cannot rise above the probability of the inference leading 


ENCYCLOPEDIA OF PHILOSOPHY 
2nd edition 


579 



NEWMAN, JOHN HENRY 


to it and hence cannot enjoy the certainty of intuition or 
demonstration. Newman had two grounds of disagree¬ 
ment with this teaching. First, there is no general rule 
necessarily subsuming religious assent under Lockean 
probability. Whether there is certitude in an act of reli¬ 
gious faith cannot be settled by general stipulation about 
the meaning of probability and the judgment of belief. 
There must be a direct examination of the particular case 
and its grounds for claiming something about the order 
of concrete fact. Second, the act of assent is no mere 
shadow or reduplication of the conclusion of the inferen¬ 
tial process. Using J. S. Mill’s canons of induction, New¬ 
man sought to show the distinctive nature of assent as an 
act of the mind that remains irreducible to either the for¬ 
mal conclusion of an inference or to its psychological cor¬ 
relate in the act of concluding. We always conclude in a 
referential and conditional way, in view of what the 
premises state. But assent is made directly to the proposi¬ 
tion as true; hence assent intends the certitudinal accept¬ 
ance of the proposition in itself as being a true one. 
Newman made an extensive analysis of such expressions 
as “half assent, “conditional assent,” and “hesitating 
assent.” These describe circumstances surrounding the 
assent or features of the content to which assent is given 
rather than the act of assent itself. 

The drift of Newman’s reply to Locke and Froude is 
fairly clear. The sort of probability that he accepts as a 
guide and about which the illative sense must make an 
appraisal consists in a relation of the human mind to con¬ 
crete modes of being. We follow the way of probability 
when we adapt our analysis to the concrete particulars 
and make a personal appraisal of the particular evidence. 
Our concrete personal thinking does not always attain 
certitude, but there is no a priori reason drawn from the 
definition of assent and probability that prevents us in 
principle from attaining it. Furthermore, there remains a 
difference in structure and intention between the inferen¬ 
tial process and the act of assent. The revisability attach¬ 
ing to the former, especially in scientific inquiries, does 
not prevent the achievement of assent with certitude in 
some concrete instances. Newman’s defense of the certi¬ 
tude in the act of religious faith depends upon keeping 
inference and assent distinct, as well as upon interpreting 
probability in terms of his theory of concrete reasoning. 

NOTIONAL AND REAL ASSENT 

Within the order of assent itself, Newman distinguished 
between notional and real assent. His view cannot be 
understood if it is taken as implying an opposition in 
principle between these modes of assent, or as assigning 


all the intellectual worth to real assent. The distinction is 
a functional one, arising from Newman’s study of the 
interpretative operations of the mind. In assenting to a 
proposition, we can intend to accept the statement itself 
as true or to accept the real thing intended by the state¬ 
ment. A notional assent is one made to the truth of the 
proposition itself, whereas a real assent is one made to the 
reality itself intended by the proposition. Thus one may 
give a notional assent to God in terms of some abstract 
divine attributes and also give a real assent to God con¬ 
sidered as a personal being who cares for one as an indi¬ 
vidual person. This is a matter of interpretation on the 
part of the mind that is considering the statement. In the 
case of purely ideal inquiries, a notional assent is suffi¬ 
cient. But we live in a translinguistic world, and our ques¬ 
tions reach out to the community of real existents, 
especially to other persons. Here, the mind’s notional 
assent must be integrated with, and further perfected by, 
a real assent to the very realities under investigation. 

For Newman, the fully appropriate intellectual 
response to our human situation is unavoidably a com¬ 
plex one, involving both notional and real assents. Taken 
by itself, the way of real assent is intense but unclarified. 
We need to engage in both formal and informal inference, 
weighing the evidence carefully and arriving at a careful 
act of notional assent. Inference and notional assent are 
indispensable elements in human cognition; otherwise 
we could not weigh the pertinent evidence on an issue, do 
justice to the difficulties, or formulate the theoretical 
findings with cool precision of statement. Thus Newman 
assigned a large role to the modes of formal and informal 
inference and to notional assent in the total composition 
of human knowledge. 

But he also insisted upon the need for directly relat¬ 
ing the mind to individual existents. The act of real assent 
achieves our intellectual orientation toward the domain 
of concrete existents and their values. It does so by fur¬ 
nishing a concrete image of the individual being under 
consideration and by establishing the relevance of that 
imaged reality to the inquirer’s own personal life. Real 
assent does not necessarily ensure action, but it does fur¬ 
nish a necessary condition for our practical responses by 
directing our mind toward the real existent, grasped in an 
image that can appeal to our passions and will. 

There is a strongly theistic motive behind Newman’s 
insistence upon blending inference, notional assent, and 
real assent. Humankind’s relationship to God is not yet 
one of direct vision; hence we must engage in inference. 
Since theistic inquiry concerns a real existent, it is not 
enough to employ formal inference, even though its 
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resources must be used to analyze and test our argu¬ 
ments. A concrete personal mode of reasoning is also 
required in order to proportion our inquiry as fully as 
possible to the situation of man’s search after the truth 
about God. Our aim must be the complex one of attain¬ 
ing some definite and well-grounded propositions to 
which we can legitimately give our notional assent, and 
also of forming a concrete image of the personal, morally 
good, and providential God to whose reality we can then 
give our real assent and practical attachment. 

CONSCIENCE AND THE MORAL LIFE 

Newman’s final philosophical problem in the Grammar 
was to describe the area where he personally could realize 
this synthesis of intellectual acts bearing on the being of 
God. He readily admitted that there are many ways to 
God and that many natural informants lead us to him: 
the way of causality and purpose, the meaning of human 
existence and history, and the import of our moral life. As 
a reader of Hume and a contemporary of Charles Dar¬ 
win, however, Newman refused to grant independent 
value to the design argument, which he regarded as a sup¬ 
plementary way of looking at nature on the part of those 
who already accept God on other grounds. To reach the 
transcendent, personal God, Newman examined the wit¬ 
ness of our moral life, for this is a personal region where 
relations with other persons are best established. It is here 
that we have the experience of conscience, of being under 
command to do and not to do, of being responsible to a 
just and caring person who transcends our human reality 
but does so in a way that keeps him personally concerned 
about our conduct. Conscience as a commanding act dis¬ 
closes the full human situation of our responsibility 
toward the good God. 

Three features of the living command of conscience 
recommend it to Newman as the best way of achieving 
real as well as notional assent to God: its intentional char¬ 
acter, its personal significance, and its practical ordina¬ 
tion. The dictate of conscience by its very structure refers 
the conscientious man beyond himself, pointing him 
toward the reality of the supreme lawgiver and judge of 
his moral actions. This is not a purely abstract orienting 
of our mind but involves a concrete image of God as our 
concerned father. Another advantage of the way of con¬ 
science is that the moral relationship in which it consists 
is personal in both poles of reference. Conscience engages 
me precisely as a personal self; hence it enables me to give 
a real assent to God as a morally concerned person. 
Finally, the acts of conscience relate us to the personal 
God in a concrete way that leads to moral and religious 


actions. Hence the approach to God from conscience 
encourages us to assent to the truth about God not only 
notionally but really, not only in respect to our proposi¬ 
tions but also in respect to the personal, provident reality 
of God himself as the practical goal of our knowledge and 
love. 

As a reader of Hume and Mill, Newman was very 
sensitive to the naturalistic criticism based upon physical 
and moral evil in our world. He suggested that the moral 
problem of theism be treated within a moral context. One 
cannot pose an objection to theism on moral grounds 
and then rule out the conditions that would permit the¬ 
ism to present its moral type of interpretation. Real assent 
to God as the lord of conscience furnishes a frame of ref¬ 
erence for wrestling with evil and discerning his provi¬ 
dential presence. A mind that is carefully formed upon 
the theistic implications of conscience “interprets what it 
sees around it by this previous inward teaching, as the 
true key of that maze of vast complicated disorder; and 
thus it gains a more and more consistent and luminous 
vision of God from the most unpromising materials. 
Thus conscience is a connecting principle between the 
creature and his Creator” ( Grammar ; Ch. 5). Whereas the 
naturalistic critic appeals to the vast disorder as an 
antecedent reason for withholding our assent from God, 
Newman asks us to secure first of all the inward principle 
of interpretation provided by the personal and moral 
relation of men to the lord of conscience. The work of 
this principle is not to soften or gloss over the power of 
evil, but to bring in the other considerations concerning 
God and moral man that will enable us to understand 
and work with hope against physical and moral evil in 
our world. 

HISTORICAL DEVELOPMENT AND 
SOCIAL PRINCIPLES 

Like other nineteenth-century thinkers, Newman was 
dissatisfied with the older empiricism’s emphasis on the 
solitary and static individual perceiver. Hence he widened 
his horizon to include the social, developmental, and his¬ 
torical aspects of human experience. His Essay on the 
Development of Christian Doctrine (1845) opens with a 
chapter on the general nature and kinds of development 
among ideas. Here Newman explores the logic of those 
social ideals that grip the minds of men and account for 
developments in their beliefs and institutions. 

For Newman, two questions are of prime importance 
in understanding the social growth of ideas and institu¬ 
tions: Why do certain ideas display themselves only 
through historical development? What pattern is com- 
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mon to diverse sorts of developing social principles? As 
an answer to the first question, Newman points to the 
interpretative activity of many minds as they are engaged 
in judging, relating, evaluating, and dealing practically 
with our complex world. There are some meanings that 
can be worked out only in this gradual social way. Histor¬ 
ically important ideas are those that contain many facets 
and require the interpretative activity of many minds, 
testing and developing them over many years. “Ordinar¬ 
ily an idea is not brought home to the intellect as objec¬ 
tive except through this variety; like bodily substances, 
which are not apprehended except under the clothing of 
their properties and results, and which admit of being 
walked around, and surveyed on opposite sides, and in 
different perspectives, and in contrary lights, in evidence 
of their reality” ( Development , Ch. 1). We can grasp the 
intentional structure of basic human meanings only 
through studying their various perspectives, forcing them 
to enter the battlefield of critical discussion, and some¬ 
times embodying them in visible, powerful social institu¬ 
tions. 

Newman also suggested that there is a common pat¬ 
tern of development that has certain traits distinguishing 
a healthy growth from a sickly one. His seven criteria for 
genuine development are preservation of the type of 
principle that is socially influential, continuity of these 
principles, their capacity for assimilation of new data, 
their logical sequence in organizing a complex social 
process, their anticipation of their own future, conserva¬ 
tion of their past achievements, and their chronic vigor. 
He deliberately illustrated these criteria by showing their 
development in kingdoms, economic policies, religious 
convictions, scientific hypotheses, and philosophical the¬ 
ories. Although the entire analysis is applied ultimately to 
the theological question of development among Christ¬ 
ian doctrines, Newman’s comparative use of empirical 
materials indicates the wider significance of his study of 
the dynamics of human thought and institutional forms. 
He himself, in fact, makes an explicit application of this 
theory of development to the ideas of civilization, the 
political constitution, and the university. 

THE UNIVERSITY 

Newman’s effort at interpreting the Western ideal of the 
university in the context of his theory of development is 
revealed in The Idea of a University. He was more keenly 
aware than most of his contemporaries that the crucial 
decisions affecting the course of cultural development 
were being made within the university. It was replacing 
the episcopal palace, the banking house, and the parlia¬ 


mentary floor as the real center for determining the long- 
range direction of human history. Newman looked for a 
fresh synthesis of tradition and originality in the univer¬ 
sity community. The task of such a community is to edu¬ 
cate men for the world by gradually introducing them to 
the full complexity of our humanistic, scientific, and reli¬ 
gious interpretations. This it should try to do by cultivat¬ 
ing an understanding of the various methods and ways of 
knowing, along with an awareness of their differences, 
limitations, and possibilities for unification. 

As a Catholic churchman, Newman devoted the bulk 
of his writings to problems raised by the Christian faith 
and its practical institutions, especially as they are 
brought into close relation with modern humanistic and 
scientific ideas. His contributions to these issues might be 
considered as a sustained effort at education that draws 
its strength from both Christianity and the other compo¬ 
nents in the university ideal. 

See also Aristotle; Bacon, Francis; Butler, Joseph; Darwin, 
Charles Robert; Enlightenment; Hume, David; Locke, 
John; Mill, John Stuart; Newton, Isaac; Paine, Thomas; 
Paley, William; Peirce, Charles Sanders; Propositions, 
Judgments, Sentences, and Statements; Religion; Reli¬ 
gion and Morality; Voltaire, Francois-Marie Arouet de; 
Whately, Richard. 
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NEWMAN, JOHN HENRY 
[ADDENDUM] 

Since 1967, the publication of new primary source mate¬ 
rial has generated an expanding resource pool for sec¬ 
ondary scholarship on Newman, particularly with the 
appearance of 24 new volumes to complete the thirty-one 
volume collection of Newman’s Letters and Diaries. In 
addition, two volumes of Newman’s Theological Notebook 
(1970), two volumes of his Theological Papers (on Faith 
and Certainty [1976], and on Biblical Inspiration and 
Infallibility [1979]), and an annotated bibliography of his 
Tract and Pamphlet Collection (1984) have been pub¬ 
lished. A new critical edition of the Grammar of Assent 
was produced by Ian Ker in 1985, and new editions of 
several of Newman’s works appeared: Oxford University 
Sermons (1970), Apologia Pro Vita Sua (1993), and Arians 
(2001). The celebration in 1990 of the centenary of New¬ 
man’s death was the occasion for two new biographies by 
Ian Ker (1989) and Sheridan Gilley (1990). Moreover, the 
journal International Cardinal Newman-Studien (known 
until 1987 as Newman-Studien ) continues to appear 
annually. The result of these increased resources has been 
a wide variety of secondary literature documenting New¬ 
man’s contributions to classical themes, as well as the 
opening up of some new directions in scholarship. 

Of particular relevance to philosophy is the continu¬ 
ing discussion of Newman’s understanding of the relation 
between faith and reason and the relation between faith 
and doubt. Debates that locate Newman in the history of 
responses to skepticism (including Wittgensteinian 
responses) continue about the plausibility of Newman’s 


claims that there are no degrees of assent, that assent 
(including the reflex assent of certitude) is an act of the 
will, that indubitability (the absence of “reasonable” 
doubt) can be achieved through convergent, nondemon¬ 
strative reasoning, and that certitude is indefectible. In 
particular, the period from 1969 to 1980 saw increased 
attention to a debate about whether Newman was a “voli- 
tionalist” (aligned with people like Rene Descartes and 
Soren Kierkegaard)—that is, whether assent was an act of 
the will distinguished from and following on the reason¬ 
ing process, according to a “logic of decision.” While there 
continue to be advocates of Newman’s volitionalism, this 
debate opened up a new direction for research—namely, 
the theme of Newman and rhetoric. In addition to three 
book-length studies of Newman as a rhetorician, in the 
sense of classical rhetoric, three new studies of his preach¬ 
ing appeared. A collection of essays on romanticism and 
rhetoric in Newman’s thought was complemented by the 
beginning of significant discussion of the role of imagi¬ 
nation in Newman’s proposals concerning concrete rea¬ 
soning and the illative sense. 

Theological interest in Newman’s thought has 
resulted in works on his ecclesiology, and the topics of 
liturgy and revelation. Another interesting new direction 
in Newman studies has been an increased emphasis on 
spirituality. Although there were earlier works on New¬ 
man’s spirituality, such as Hilda Graef’s The Spirituality of 
John Henry Newman (1968), the late 1980s and early 
1990s saw the publication of three additional works on 
Newman’s spirituality, his “spiritual theology” and New¬ 
man’s teaching on “Christian holiness.” Perhaps this 
increased interest in spirituality is related to the initiation 
of the process of beatification and canonization of New¬ 
man begun by the Roman Catholic Church in 1980; in 
1991 the first official step in that process was taken when 
Pope John Paul II declared Newman “Venerable.” 

While there has been no notable book-length femi¬ 
nist study of Newman’s thought, there has been some 
interest in Newman’s relation to women (Joyce Sugg, Ever 
Yours Affly: John Henry Newman and His Female Circle, 
1996), as well as the influence of Mariology (Philip Boyce, 
Mary: The Virgin Mary in the Life and Writings of John 
Henry Newman, 2001). 

Finally, in addition to publications in church history, 
in which Newman is related to the Oxford Movement and 
to Modernism, the centenary celebration of Newman’s 
death brought about a number of retrospectives in the 
form of edited volumes of essays by specialists, for exam¬ 
ple, Ian Ker and Alan Hill’s 1990 Newman After a Hun¬ 
dred Years. There followed a decade of increased interest 
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in Newman, including two collections of interdiscipli¬ 
nary studies in which scholars consider Newman from 
the perspectives of literature, history, and education 
(edited by Magill, 1993 and 1994). 

See also Descartes, Rene; Doubt; Faith; Kierkegaard, 
Soren Aabye; Modernism; Reason; Skepticism; Voli¬ 
tion; Wittgenstein, Ludwig Josef Johann. 
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NEW REALISM 

“New Realism” arose at the turn of the twentieth century 
in opposition to the Idealist doctrines that the known or 
perceived object is dependent for its existence on the act 
of knowing and that the immediately perceived object is 
a state of the perceiving mind. The Austrian philosophers 
Franz Brentano and Alexius Meinong first enunciated the 
cardinal tenet of this new realism: that what the mind 
knows or perceives exists independently of the acts of 
knowing and perceiving. Developing mainly as a polemic 
against Idealism, this new realism was represented prior 
to 1900 in England in the works of such men as John 
Cook Wilson, Thomas Case, H. W. B. Joseph, and H. A. 
Prichard. Similar realist polemics were taking place in 
Sweden and Italy. 

In America the movement known as New Realism 
dates from the critical writings of William P. Montague 
and Ralph Barton Perry in 1901 and 1902. Their immedi¬ 
ate aim was to refute Josiah Royce’s “refutation” of real¬ 
ism, which he had based on the claim that the knower and 
the known could not be independent of each other and 
still be related. The movement took definite form when 
Montague and Perry were joined by four others in a state¬ 
ment of a New Realist program (“The Program and First 
Platform of Six Realists”) in 1910. 

In England, New Realism took explicit form in the 
works of T. P. Nunn, Bertrand Russell, and G. E. Moore. 
In both America and England, New Realists asserted the 
independence of consciousness and its object, but serious 
differences soon appeared between the two groups and 
between individuals within each group. The differences 
were particularly noticeable in their statements about the 
nature of consciousness and of its object, and of the rela¬ 
tion between them. Moore claimed that the act of con¬ 
sciousness included both a nonmental, independent 
object and a transparent, or “diaphanous,” mental act of 
consciousness. He agreed with Brentano and Meinong 
that consciousness involved awareness in the form of an 
act of intending something other than itself. To have an 
idea, to perceive or be aware at all, is already to be beyond 
consciousness and to be confronted by an independent 
object. American New Realists, on the other hand, took 
their view of consciousness from William James. While 
he, too, described consciousness as a relation, James 
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denied that there was anything uniquely mental or psy¬ 
chic about it at all, and associated consciousness rather 
with the behavioral responses or functions of the organ¬ 
ism. 

But there were also differences between Moore, 
Nunn, and Russell. Nunn argued that both primary and 
secondary qualities not only exist as they are perceived, 
but also are really in their objects, whether perceived or 
not. He even argued that pain is something independent 
of mind, with which mind may come into various rela¬ 
tions. In this he was closer to the American New Realism 
of Perry and E. B. Holt. Russell was influenced by Nunn’s 
view, but his New Realism took a frankly Platonic turn 
that brought it closer to the New Realism of Montague. 
Russell’s Realism, however, was soon significantly altered. 
Another variant of English New Realism, perhaps more a 
development from it than a version of it, was Samuel 
Alexander’s. It, too, resembled American New Realism. 

AMERICAN NEW REALISM 

Although American, English, and, to a lesser extent, Euro¬ 
pean New Realists influenced one another, it was among 
the Americans that New Realism flourished, particularly 
as a movement. Their aim was to produce an account of 
how a real object could be present in consciousness and 
knowledge and still be independent of that relation, and 
they sought to do this without a dualistic separation of 
knower and known. “The independence of the imma¬ 
nent” was their manifesto. Their first platform statement 
consisted of six lists of doctrines that had been discussed 
at length, revised, and agreed to by all, and that all 
thought were consistent. The lists were signed by Holt 
and Perry at Harvard, Walter T. Marvin at Rutgers, Mon¬ 
tague and Walter B. Pitkin at Columbia, and Edward C. 
Spaulding at Princeton. 

At a Philosophical Association meeting in 1909, five 
of these six had found themselves in agreement against a 
common foe that still spoke with authority and was lis¬ 
tened to with deference: Idealism. Pitkin and Montague 
are credited with the idea of translating their agreement 
into an articulate statement, and papers soon began cir¬ 
culating. F. J. E. Woodbridge at Columbia gave encour¬ 
agement, although he declined an invitation to join. 
Montague, in “Confessions of an Animistic Materialist,” 
described E. B. McGilvary, Morris R. Cohen, J. E. Boodin, 
J. Lowenberg, and Douglas C. Macintosh as “unofficial” 
New Realists. Believing that philosophic disagreements 
were the result chiefly of a lack of precision and unifor¬ 
mity in the use of words, plus a lack of planned coopera¬ 
tion in research, the original six banded together in the 


hope of revealing the genuine philosophic disagreements 
that were more than mere differences of personal opin¬ 
ion. They hoped thereby to open the way to the solution 
of genuine philosophic disputes. They called for a new 
alliance between philosophy and science and formulated 
a statement of principles and doctrines, a program of 
constructive work with a method based on these, and an 
agreed-upon system of axioms, methods, hypotheses, and 
facts. 

In 1912 they published their cooperative volume, 
The New Realism; Cooperative Studies in Philosophy. Al¬ 
though they were still preoccupied with polemics, the six 
authors hoped to go beyond criticism to produce a com¬ 
plete philosophy that would play a major part in human 
thought. They saw themselves as proponents of a doc¬ 
trine concerning the relation between the knowing 
process and the thing known. They described their most 
urgent problem (one that had not been resolved by naive 
realism, dualism, or subjectivism) as how to give an ade¬ 
quate account of “the facts of relativity” in the knowing 
process from a Realist point of view; how, in other words, 
to reconcile the apparently hopeless disagreement of the 
world presented in immediate experience with the true or 
corrected system of objects in whose independent reality 
they believed. While New Realism succeeded in showing 
the fatal weaknesses in dualistic answers to this problem, 
it nonetheless failed to provide an adequate answer of its 
own. 

THE “FACTS OF RELATIVITY." New Realism faced the 
above problem not just because Idealism had failed to 
resolve it but also because Idealism had made it impossi¬ 
ble to ignore these “facts of relativity.” Thus, any attempt 
by New Realists to return to the naivete of earlier doc¬ 
trines of realism, to a primitive notion that nothing inter¬ 
venes between subject and object (particularly nothing 
attributable to the subject), was out of the question. 
Equally closed to them was any recourse to a Lockean or 
Cartesian dualism that, they thought, never escaped the 
subject’s own mental states. The third traditional answer 
to the problem, subjectivism, was also impossible. Of the 
three approaches, subjectivism was most often the object 
of criticism by New Realists, and they identified it as the 
fatal doctrine of Idealism. They saw it as an illicit argu¬ 
ment from the “egocentric predicament,” an argument 
based on the difficulty of conceiving known things to 
exist independently of their being known. New Realists 
refuted Idealism by refuting this argument; but then it 
became their turn to reconcile the facts of relativity, of 
which the predicament was one, with their theory of the 
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independent existence, or reality, of objects of conscious¬ 
ness and knowledge. 

New Realist writings thus were largely devoted to 
such facts of relativity as illusion, error, secondary quali¬ 
ties, and—later—choosing, valuing, meaning or intend¬ 
ing, and purposing. The New Realists also thought that 
Idealism had gone too far in its view of the subject’s role. 
However, if Idealism went too far in that direction, New 
Realism went too far in the opposite direction; its polem¬ 
ical theory of independence could not be reconciled with 
the facts of relativity. This in turn provoked such reac¬ 
tions as Critical Realism, Perspective Realism, and Objec¬ 
tive Relativism. 

Chief among the positive aspects of the doctrines of 
the New Realists was what they called the “emancipation 
of metaphysics from epistemology,” the result of their 
theory of independence. Contrary to the Idealist claim 
that knowing was the universal condition of being and 
hence constitutive of it, the New Realists argued that 
knowing and being were independent. This, Perry 
showed, did not mean they were therefore unrelated, as 
Royce had argued, but simply that there was not the par¬ 
ticular relation of dependence between them. Depen¬ 
dence is a special type of relation in which the dependent 
element contains, implies, or is exclusively caused or 
implied by that on which it is dependent. Between know¬ 
ing and being, therefore, it was possible for there to be 
relations both of independence (external relations) and 
of dependence (internal relations). In holding out this 
possibility against the Idealist claim that all relations are 
internal, New Realism became identified with a theory of 
external relations. 

In “immediate and intimate connection” with this 
theory was the doctrine that the content of knowledge is 
numerically identical with the thing known; things, when 
consciousness is had of them, become contents of con¬ 
sciousness, thus figuring both in the external world and 
in “the manifold which introspection reveals.” This view 
was very close to James’s Neutral Monism, but only Holt 
worked out its fullest implications. The theory of numer¬ 
ical identity soon became the target of critics of New 
Realism, and it was difficult to determine whether, and to 
what extent, any New Realist other than Holt maintained 
it. Yet for a time, at least, it was said to be fundamental to 
New Realism. If there was a numerical identity between 
consciousness and its contents, then the “things” of 
thought would have to be given full ontological status 
along with the “things” of sense. This the New Realists 
claimed to do in their volume. They said they were Pla¬ 
tonic Realists in granting this status to subsistents as well 


as existents. Here, again, a belief held by all in the begin¬ 
ning became in the end the belief of but a few, notably 
Montague and Spaulding. 

THE EGOCENTRIC PREDICAMENT. The facts of rela¬ 
tivity haunted New Realism throughout the life of the 
movement. That the New Realists ultimately failed in 
their professed aim of doing justice to these facts was in 
part the result of their constant polemical concern with 
asserting their doctrine of independence against Idealism 
and in part the result of their failure to recognize some 
possibly constitutive elements within the knowing rela¬ 
tion. One such fact was the egocentric predicament, 
described by Perry as the fact that the “extent to which 
knowledge conditions any situation in which it is present 
cannot be discovered by the simple and conclusive 
method of direct elimination” (“The Ego-Centric 
Predicament”). Perry thought this was merely a method¬ 
ological difficulty, one faced by all philosophers. Idealism 
had used it to argue that since it was impossible to dis¬ 
cover anything that is, when discovered, undiscovered by 
someone, therefore it is impossible to discover anything 
that is not thought. The argument, Perry contended, 
rested on a confusion between “everything which is 
known, is known" and “everything which is, is known.” 

Perry concluded that the predicament could not be 
used to support either Idealism or Realism. Idealists could 
not use it as an argument for dependence, or internal 
relations, and New Realists could not use it as an argu¬ 
ment for independence, or external relations. But while 
exposing its illicit use, New Realists did not offer a con¬ 
vincing way out of the predicament. As a test for the 
dependence or independence of any element in con¬ 
sciousness, Perry proposed that insofar as the element 
was deducible from anything other than consciousness, it 
was independent. To be dependent, or subjective, the ele¬ 
ment would have to be exclusively determined by con¬ 
sciousness. However, it was pointed out, the predicament 
would prevent us, by the very test Perry proposed, from 
reaching an object that we could be sure was independent 
of consciousness, for we would be using consciousness 
(deduction) in order to get to it. 

Spaulding maintained that New Realism had pro¬ 
vided a solution to the predicament and that this solution 
was its most important doctrine. He argued that any sort 
of analysis purporting to discover—and not merely cre¬ 
ate—what is there would be impossible if it did not pre¬ 
suppose a Realist position; that is, presuppose relatedness 
with independence. Even a theory that argued against the 
Realist position would have to take that position toward 
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the very state of affairs it described, assuming that it was 
a genuine state of affairs, not one created, altered, or 
modified by virtue of the knowing relation. Every 
philosopher, knowingly or not, solves the predicament by 
the Realist attitude he assumes toward his subject. But the 
question remained: What warrant do we have for such an 
assumption? 

Pitkin attempted to support the doctrine of external 
relations by refuting the assertion that biology provided 
evidence for the internalist view. On the contrary, he 
argued, biology supports the externalist view through the 
discovery that organic parts do not depend upon the 
whole in which they naturally occur; and an organic 
whole does not depend upon its individual parts for its 
total specific organic character. 

Beyond this, and apart from showing that independ¬ 
ence did not rule out relatedness, the New Realists did not 
demonstrate how the knowing relation was external and 
independent, nor did they show how the facts of relativ¬ 
ity were to be reconciled with externality and independ¬ 
ence. In their cooperative volume they had refused to 
recognize ultimate immediacies, or any nonrelational or 
indefinable entities other than the simples in which they 
claimed analysis terminates. Their view that the knowing 
relation was external required such simples, or “neutral 
entities,” that would maintain their identity no matter 
what relations they entered into. But it was never clear 
why analysis had to stop where the New Realists said it 
did—usually with the simples of mathematics and logic. 
Nor was it clear whether these simples were the product 
of their analysis or a genuine discovery by it. 

EPISTEMOLOGY AND ONTOLOGY. In its constructive 
phase, New Realism proposed an epistemological 
monism and an ontological pluralism. James had argued 
that consciousness was not a substantive entity, and 
Moore similarly argued that it was diaphanous and trans¬ 
parent. In both cases, consciousness of something was 
viewed as a direct, unmediated, immanent affair. All con¬ 
tent of consciousness, with the exception of Moore’s psy¬ 
chical, diaphanous element, was thus objective in the 
sense that it consisted of objects in the real, external 
world. This was New Realism’s epistemological monism: 
Thought and its object are numerically the same. 

Its ontology was pluralistic, however: Some elements 
of the object would not be found in the consciousness of 
that object. Any elements in consciousness not found in 
the object would give consciousness a constitutive role 
beyond mere selection or grouping. The problem was to 
account for all of the “facts of relativity” through the 


selective and grouping function of consciousness without 
jeopardizing the New Realist theory of immanence that 
asserted that it was the “real” objects of the external world 
that were present in consciousness. 

There were two principal positions taken on this 
matter among New Realists. Montague called them the 
left and right wings of New Realism. One was Neutral 
Monism, developed by Holt and, to a lesser extent, by 
Perry, but eventually abandoned by both. The other was a 
Platonic Realism developed by Montague into what he 
called Subsistential Realism. 

Holt and Perry. Neutral Monism derived from 
James’s idea of “pure experience.” Pure experience was 
pure because it was uncontaminated by such distinctions 
as “object,” “content,” “subject,” or “knower and known.” 
It was “neutral” in terms of these distinctions; such dis¬ 
tinctions could only be made later in terms of the rela¬ 
tions between portions of pure experience. A “thing” 
could be said to be one portion of pure experience that 
was represented by another portion. A “thought” could be 
said to be one portion of pure experience that repre¬ 
sented another portion. The dualisms of “inner” and 
“outer,” mind and body, thus were undercut. All such dis¬ 
tinctions were a matter of relations between bits of pure 
experience, but these relations had to be external. Hence, 
“mental,” “nonmental,” “real,” “external,” and “physical,” 
are accidental features. New Realists thus were driven 
back to a realm of indefinable simples that come into and 
go out of various relations but never change their original 
identities. Where could such a realm be found? And what 
could these simples be? 

Where James thought they were bits of pure experi¬ 
ence (and may have been working toward an identifica¬ 
tion of experience with nature), Holt and Perry, 
influenced by developments in mathematics and sym¬ 
bolic logic, found these entities in a mathematical-logical 
realm of “being.” It was a realm of entities having no def¬ 
inition or identity: neutral entities. These entities were 
similar to the simples that the New Realists had said 
analysis ultimately discloses. What we call consciousness 
is a grouping of these entities resulting from the selective 
(although not constitutive) response of the nervous sys¬ 
tem. This explanation enabled Holt and Perry to main¬ 
tain the New Realist claim that consciousness and its 
objects were identical: Error and illusory experiences 
were no less objective or real than veridical experience. 
However, it failed to give an account of the difference 
between objects grouped and objects not grouped by 
consciousness. And it was still no easier to give an account 
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of the organism’s response to objects that were spatially 
or temporally distant. 

Although he espoused Neutral Monism in his early 
years, Perry never went as far as Holt. He admitted that 
error and other nonveridical experiences were cases of 
“mis-taking” entities for something other than what they 
are. In a later development he identified this mis-taking 
as an anticipation or expectation of an event that does 
not, when acted on or verified, occur as expected. By this 
time, however, Perry had departed from the New Realist 
theories of independence and immanence. 

Spaulding and Montague. Spaulding also identified 
error as a mis-taking, but he described it as a case of tak¬ 
ing something to be existential that was only “subsisten- 
tial.” This mis-taking was the only subjective feature in 
consciousness. Therefore, he concluded, illusory objects 
and errors are objective and real because both the exis¬ 
tential and subsistential are objective and real. It is the 
taking of a thing to be what it is not that is the psychic or 
subjective element in consciousness, and the problem of 
error—why error occurs—is one for psychologists and 
not for philosophers. Along with Pitkin, Spaulding also 
took a behaviorist view of consciousness, describing its 
objects as nonspatial projections or dimensions of spatial 
objects resulting from the interaction of organism and 
environment. 

The second major attempt to formulate a New Real¬ 
ist epistemology and ontology consistent with the doc¬ 
trines of independence and immanence was developed 
furthest by W. P. Montague, the only one of the New Real¬ 
ists who argued for uniquely mental, subjective elements 
in knowledge and experience. While admitting this was 
dualism, he insisted it was not the psychophysical dual¬ 
ism rejected by New Realism. He invoked a realm of sub- 
sistents, identifying them as propositions of which 
existential propositions, and hence existence, were a part. 
Error was a case of mis-taking the “merely” subsistential 
to be an existent as well. 

CRITIQUES OF NEW REALISM. All of these attempted 
solutions raised the question of whether New Realism’s 
epistemology, based on an independently real object 
immanent in experience, could coexist with its view that 
the real object was part of the commonsense world. 
When the independence of the object of knowledge was 
emphasized, the facts of relativity were slighted, but the 
object could more easily be identified with commonsense 
objects. On the other hand, when immanence of the 
object was emphasized, it tended to lose its commonsense 
quality, becoming instead a neutral entity, or subsistent, 


or simple, supposedly disclosed by a rather sophisticated 
analysis. At the same time, however, the facts of relativity 
could more easily be taken into account. The former 
emphasis moved in the direction of dualism; the latter in 
the direction of monism. 

Criticisms of New Realism in the second decade of 
the twentieth century were concerned mainly with show¬ 
ing that the organism intervenes in a considerably less 
naive way than the New Realists had thought and that 
their theories of external relations, independence, and 
immanence did not adequately account for what was 
given in knowledge and experience. Describing New 
Realism as the first phase of the “revolt against dualism,” 
A. O. Lovejoy said its constructive program argued that 
since nothing “mental” could be admitted without lead¬ 
ing to subjectivism and skepticism, therefore no content 
could be held to be psychically generated or dependent 
upon percipient functions. New Realism was left with 
things in a purely external relation to consciousness, or at 
best a bare and sterile awareness of them. In rejecting all 
mediated knowledge, he argued, New Realism could only 
hold the position that all content of experience must be 
identical with reality; everything before or “to” mind or 
consciousness was “objective.” When this claim collided 
with the manifestly disparate content of nonveridical 
experience, an objective but “subsistent” content was said 
to be directly present or immanent; or, alternatively, this 
content was said to be no less objective than veridical 
content because it was at bottom (“neutrally”) the same 
as it. But, Lovejoy concluded, this was little more than 
what the earlier naive, or commonsense, realism had said. 

Although the New Realists hoped to produce other 
collections of studies, and although their discussions con¬ 
tinued through 1914, according to Perry disagreements 
that had been subordinated and only imperfectly con¬ 
cealed, divergence of interests, and the ambition of each 
to write his own book soon divided them. As a move¬ 
ment, New Realism was soon displaced by the second 
major realist movement of the twentieth century, Critical 
Realism, which also developed and published a platform 
and joint program. 

See also Alexander, Samuel; Brentano, Franz; Cohen, 
Morris Raphael; Critical Realism; Holt, Edwin Bissell; 
Idealism; James, William; Lovejoy, Arthur Oncken; 
McGilvary, Evander Bradley; Meinong, Alexius; Mon¬ 
tague, William Pepperell; Moore, George Edward; 
Perry, Ralph Barton; Realism; Royce, Josiah; Russell, 
Bertrand Arthur William; Woodbridge, Frederick 
James Eugene. 
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NEWTON, ISAAC 

(1642-1727) 

Isaac Newton formulated the theory of universal gravity, 
was an inventor of the calculus, and made major discov¬ 
eries in optics. He has long been regarded as, perhaps, the 
greatest scientist and as one of the greatest mathemati¬ 
cians ever to have lived. More recently, philosophers have 
begun to appreciate the extent to which Newton’s 
remarks on scientific method illuminate the seminal con¬ 
tribution he made, especially in his Principia, to the trans¬ 
formation of natural philosophy into the physical 
sciences as we know them today. We now know, also, that 
Newton put at least as much effort into alchemy and the¬ 
ology as he did into his celebrated contributions to math¬ 
ematics and science. 

LIFE 

Newton entered Trinity College Cambridge in 1661. In 
what has come to be called his annus mirabilis, he spent 
much of 1665 and 1666 at his family home in Woolsthorp 
while the university was closed because of the plague. 
This time at home was part of an extraordinarily produc¬ 
tive period of intense effort concentrated on mathematics 
and natural philosophy. The binomial theorem and the 
fundamentals of the calculus are among the important 
new results in mathematics he obtained during this 
period. In natural philosophy he developed mechanics, 
including an analysis of circular motion. During this 
period he, also, conducted optical experiments that led to 
his account of white light and colors. In 1667 Newton 
became a fellow of Trinity College at Cambridge Univer¬ 
sity. 

In 1669 he became Lucasian Professor of Mathemat¬ 
ics, presumably through the recommendation of Isaac 
Barrow (1630-1677), the first Lucasian Professor. It was 
Barrow who, in late 1671, delivered the reflecting tele¬ 
scope Newton had designed and built to the Royal Soci¬ 
ety of London. This led to Newton’s being offered a 
fellowship in the Royal Society and to the publication in 
the Society’s Philosophical Transactions of his account of 
white light and colors in 1672. This paper occasioned 
considerable debate. In that debate Newton began to 
articulate what he called his “experimental philosophy,” 
which sharply distinguishes experimentally established 
results from conjectured hypotheses. By the late 1670s 
Newton withdrew from correspondence in natural phi¬ 
losophy. 

In late 1679 Robert Hooke (1635-1703), who had 
recently become secretary of the Royal Society, wrote to 


encourage Newton to resume his public participation in 
natural philosophy. In this letter he invited Newton to use 
his mathematical methods to determine the trajectory a 
body would follow under a combination of inertial 
motion and an inverse-square force directed toward a 
center. In August 1684 a visit by Edmund Halley 
(1656-1742), who later became the Astronomer Royal, 
convinced Newton of the importance of the relation he 
had established between elliptical orbits and inverse 
square centripetal forces. By November Newton had sent 
Halley a small but revolutionary treatise, De Motu. An 
extraordinarily intense effort by Newton transformed 
this small treatise into his masterpiece, the Principia. It 
was published in 1687. Halley, who appreciated the 
importance of what Newton had achieved, oversaw the 
printing and paid for it out of his own pocket. 

In 1689 and again in 1701, Newton was elected to 
represent Cambridge University in Parliament. He was 
made warden of the mint for England in 1696. By 1698 he 
had successfully carried out a major recoinage for the 
English economy. In 1699 he became master of the mint. 
In 1699 Newton also became an associate member of the 
French Academy of Sciences. He resigned his professor¬ 
ship at Cambridge in 1701. In 1703 he became president 
of the Royal Society of London, a post that, along with 
that of master of the mint, he held until his death. He was 
knighted in 1705. 

In 1704 Newton published the first edition of his 
Opticks. It included two earlier mathematical papers as 
supplements, one of which was his first publication on 
the calculus. Newton’s long delay in publishing his work 
led to his priority dispute with Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz 
(1646-1716) over the invention of the calculus. This dis¬ 
pute extended from the mid-1690s until after Leibniz’s 
death and came to focus on differences over natural phi¬ 
losophy as well as the calculus priority claims. 

The second edition of Principia was published in 
1713, after four years of effort under the able guidance of 
its editor Roger Cotes (1682-1716). The third edition was 
published in 1726. Conspicuous ways in which these two 
differ from the first edition appear to be responses to 
objections by Christian Huygens (1629-1695), Leibniz, 
and others. Some claims that had been called Hypotheses 
at the beginning of Book 3 in the first edition became, 
with changes and additions, Regulae Philosophandi, and 
others, such as Kepler’s area and 3/2 power rules, became 
Phaenomena. The famous General Scholium clarifying 
what Newton took to be the proper practice of natural 
philosophy was added at the end. 
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The Latin editions of the Optics in 1706 and 1717 
included queries that shed further light on his “experi¬ 
mental philosophy,” as does his attack on Leibniz in his 
“Account of the Book Entitled Commercium Epistolicum” 
published anonymously in 1715. It ends as follows: “And 
must Experimental Philosophy be exploded as miraculous 
and absurd, because it asserts nothing more than can be 
proved by experiments, and we cannot yet prove by 
Experiments that all the Phaenomena in Nature can be 
solved by meer Mechanical Causes?” (1715, p. 224). 

THE EXPERIMENTAL PHILOSOPHY IN 
THE LIGHT AND COLORS DEBATE 

Newton’s response to Hooke in the debate over his light 
and colors paper is a good illustration of his experimen¬ 
tal philosophy. In that paper Newton claimed that his 
experiments conclusively established that the phenome¬ 
non of the oblong shape of the image of sunlight shined 
through a round hole and refracted through a prism is 
caused by sunlight’s being made up of rays that are 
refracted different amounts by the prism. (Newton’s 
reflecting telescope was designed to avoid problems 
caused by such differential refraction by using mirrors 
instead of lenses.) 

Hooke interpreted Newton as claiming that the 
experiments established a corpuscular theory of light and 
argued that his own wave hypothesis could account for 
the results equally well. Newton responded by pointing 
out that the hypothesis that light is a body was put for¬ 
ward only as a conjecture suggested by the experiments, 
and not as part of what he claimed to have been estab¬ 
lished by them. 

But I knew, that the Properties, which I declar’d 
of Light, were in some measure capable of being 
explicated not only by that, but by many other 
Mechanical Hypotheses. And therefore I chose to 
decline them all, and to speak of Light in general 
terms, considering it abstractly, as something or 
other propagated in every way in streight lines 
from luminous bodies, without determining, 
what that thing is (1958, pp. 118-119). 

Newton went on to outline how Hooke’s wave hypothe¬ 
sis, as well as several other mechanical hypotheses, could 
explain the properties of differential refraction of differ¬ 
ent kinds of light he had concluded from the experi¬ 
ments. 

In other contributions to the debate, Newton out¬ 
lined how, according to his experimental philosophy, dili¬ 
gently establishing properties of things by experiment is 


to take precedence over framing hypotheses to explain 
them. He also made clear that the propositions he 
regarded as conclusively established by experiment were, 
nevertheless, subject to correction based on detailed crit¬ 
icism of the experimental reasoning establishing them or 
on further experimental results challenging them. 

MATHEMATICS 

Newton’s mathematical papers include substantial dis¬ 
coveries in algebra, pure and analytic geometry, as well as 
his extensive work on the calculus and infinite series. His 
results on converging series allowed mathematicians to 
treat such infinite series as legitimate alternative forms of 
the functions they represented. These results also pro¬ 
vided the basis for his approach to the calculus. In 1669 
Newton first allowed one of his manuscripts on the cal¬ 
culus to circulate. 

The basic mathematics of the Principia is not the cal¬ 
culus but a new form of synthetic geometry incorporat¬ 
ing limits. Newton’s lemmas on first and last ratios, which 
open Book 1, show that this alternative geometrical 
approach can recover many of the basic elementary 
results of the calculus. The need to rely on geometrical 
figures, however, makes this approach less able to facili¬ 
tate more complex calculations made accessible by alge¬ 
braic manipulation in the symbolic calculus. 

STUDIES IN ALCHEMY, THEOLOGY, 

AND CHRONOLOGY 

Newton’s alchemical work may well have contributed to a 
corpuscular theory of matter that may have informed his 
scientific thinking; however, like his conjectured corpus¬ 
cular account of light, such a theory of matter was not 
something Newton claimed to have established. 

His extensive notes on his alchemical work indicate a 
number of elaborate chemical experiments carried out 
from the mid-1670s until 1693. These display Newton’s 
great discipline as an experimenter. The reported results, 
however, appear to include nothing that would have 
altered the course of chemistry had they become public at 
the time. 

Newton first became preoccupied with theology in 
the early 1670s, probably in response to the requirement 
that he accept ordination to retain his Trinity fellowship. 
(He was granted a dispensation in 1675.) By 1673 he had 
rejected the doctrine of the Trinity and concluded that 
Christianity had become a false religion through a cor¬ 
ruption of the scriptures in the fourth and fifth centuries. 
He returned to these studies and to work on chronology 
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and prophecies in subsequent decades, especially in the 
last years of his life. During his lifetime he conveyed his 
radical views to only a few. But, two such manuscripts 
were published within a few years of his death. 

Recent investigations of the alchemical and theolog¬ 
ical writings suggest that Newton’s natural philosophy 
was to be part of a larger investigation that would look 
through nature to see God. This may have helped him to 
free himself from the restraints of the mechanical philos¬ 
ophy. Newton’s intense religious faith was no impedi¬ 
ment, and may well have aided, his extraordinarily 
successful applications of his experimental philosophy in 
pursuit of empirically establishing scientific knowledge. 
Moreover, Newton’s efforts at scientific understanding of 
nature did not prevent his efforts to inform his faith by 
the study of scripture. 

SPACE, TIME, AND THE LAWS OF 
MOTION 

Newton’s distinction between absolute (or true) and rel¬ 
ative (or apparent) motion are based on his laws of 
motion, which he described as “accepted by mathemati¬ 
cians and confirmed by experiments of many kinds” 
([1687] 1999, p. 424). His distinctions between absolute 
and relative space and time, which have been such salient 
targets of criticism by philosophers, are mostly designed 
to accommodate this primary distinction between true 
and merely relative motions. Newton was aware of the 
empirical difficulties raised by such distinctions: “It is 
certainly very difficult to find out the true motions of 
individual bodies and actually to differentiate them from 
apparent motions, because the parts of that immovable 
space in which bodies move make no impression on the 
senses” (p. 414). 

The Principia ’s title, Mathematical Principles of Nat¬ 
ural Philosophy, refers to the propositions of Books 1 and 
2 that Newton demonstrated from his laws of motion. 
These provide his resources for addressing this difficulty: 
“But in what follows, a fuller explanation will be given of 
how to determine true motions from their causes, effects, 
and apparent differences, and conversely, of how to deter¬ 
mine from motions whether true or apparent, their 
causes and effects. For this was the purpose for which I 
composed the following treatise” (p. 415). In Book 3 
Newton shows how the calculation of centripetal forces 
and masses of central bodies from orbital motions 
around them can determine the center of mass of the 
planetary system. This calculation picks out the sun- 
centered Keplerian system as approximately true and the 


corresponding earth-centered Tychonic system as wildly 
inconsistent with the measured masses. 

Such inconsistencies among the measured forces and 
masses indicate a failure to be dealing with true motions. 
For Newton, the adequacy of his appeal to absolute space, 
time, and motion was an empirical issue to be decided by 
the long term development and application of a science 
of motion. 

INFERENCES FROM PHENOMENA 
AND RULES OF NATURAL 
PHILOSOPHY 

The propositions of Books 1 and 2 are powerful resources 
for establishing conclusions about forces from phenom¬ 
ena of motion. For example, propositions 1 and 2 
together establish that Kepler’s area rule holds if and only 
if the force acting on the moving body is centripetal. A 
corollary adds that the rate at which areas are swept out 
be radii from the center increases just in case the net force 
is off-center in the direction of motion, and decreases just 
in case it is off-center in the opposite direction. These sys¬ 
tematic dependencies make the constancy of the areal 
rate measure the centripetal direction of the force. Simi¬ 
lar systematic dependencies are involved in the inferences 
to the inverse-square variation of orbital centripetal 
forces from Kepler’s 3/2 power rule and from the absence 
of orbital precession. 

Newton was not the first to exploit such theoretical 
dependencies to draw inferences from phenomena. Huy¬ 
gens had used his laws of pendulums to measure the 
acceleration of gravity from the lengths and periods of 
pendulums. But, Newton turned the technique into a 
general way of using theory mediated measurements to 
do empirical science. 

The rules of reasoning strengthen the inferences that 
can be drawn from measurements by phenomena. (See 
Scientific Method) The first two rules, for example, 
endorse the inference identifying the force holding the 
moon in orbit with terrestrial gravity on the basis of the 
moon-test, which shows that the length of a seconds pen¬ 
dulum at the surface of the earth and the centripetal 
acceleration of the moon’s orbit can count as agreeing 
measurements of a single earth centered inverse-square 
acceleration field. 

The third rule supports the inference that all bodies 
gravitate toward each planet with weights proportional to 
their masses. Newton argues that terrestrial pendulum 
experiments and the moon-test show this for gravitation 
toward the earth. Similarly, the harmonic laws for orbits 
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about them show this for gravitation toward Saturn, 
Jupiter, and the sun. In addition, the agreement between 
the accelerations of Jupiter and its satellites toward the 
sun, as well as between those of Saturn and its satellites 
and those of the earth and its moon toward the sun also 
show this for weight toward the sun. All these count as 
phenomena giving agreeing measurements of the equal¬ 
ity of the ratios of weight to mass for all bodies at any 
equal distances from the sun or any planet. 

The fourth rule authorizes the practice of treating 
propositions appropriately supported by reasoning from 
phenomena as either “exactly or very nearly true notwith¬ 
standing any contrary hypotheses, until yet other phe¬ 
nomena make such propositions either more exact or 
liable to exceptions” (p. 796). It was added in the third 
edition to justify treating universal gravity as an estab¬ 
lished scientific fact, notwithstanding complaints that it 
was unintelligible in the absence of an explanation of how 
it results from mechanical action by contact. This rule 
and the related discussion of hypotheses in the General 
Scholium most distinguish Newton’s experimental phi¬ 
losophy from the mechanical philosophy of his critics. 

GRAVITY AS A UNIVERSAL FORCE OF 
INTERACTION 

The systematic dependencies via which the basic inverse- 
square forces are measured by Keplerian phenomena are 
one-body idealizations. Universal gravity entails interac¬ 
tions among bodies, producing perturbations that 
require corrections to the Keplerian phenomena. Such 
corrections can count as higher-order phenomena that 
carry information that can be exploited to develop suc¬ 
cessively more accurate approximations. 

The Principia includes a successful treatment of two- 
body interactions and some limited results on three-body 
interactions including Newton’s account of the varia¬ 
tional inequality in the lunar orbit. Applications of calcu¬ 
lus facilitated by the use of Leibniz’s notation by such 
figures as Leonard Euler (1707-1783), Jean Le Rond 
d’Alembert (1717-1783), and Alexis-Claude Clairaut 
(1713-1765) led to successful Newtonian treatments of 
more complex interactions. By the mid-1700s such suc¬ 
cesses in the treatments of the shape of the earth, the pre¬ 
cession of the equinoxes, the lunar precession and 
motions of comets had led to the virtual abandonment of 
vortex theories as serious rivals. By the end of that cen¬ 
tury, the monumental treatise on celestial mechanics by 
Pierre Simon de Laplace (1749-1835), with his successful 
treatment of the long recalcitrant great inequality in 


Jupiter-Saturn motions as a periodic perturbation, led to 
general acceptance of a Newtonian metaphysics of bodies 
interacting under deterministic laws. 

Newtonian treatments of perturbations do more 
than provide the required corrections to Keplerian phe¬ 
nomena. They also show that Newton’s original measure¬ 
ments of inverse-square centripetal forces continue to 
hold to high approximation in the presence of perturba¬ 
tions. Interactions with other bodies account for the pre¬ 
cessions of all the planets except Mercury. The zero 
residuals in these precessions are agreeing measurements 
of the inverse-square variation of gravity toward the sun. 

Even in the case of Mercury the famous forty-three 
seconds of arc per century residual in its precession yields 
-2.00000016 as the measure of the exponent, instead of 
the exact -2 measured for the other planets. That such a 
small discrepancy came to be a problem at all testifies to 
the extraordinary high level to which Newton’s theory of 
gravity had realized a standard of empirical success. On 
this standard of empirical success, a theory succeeds by 
having its parameters be accurately measured by the phe¬ 
nomena it purports to explain. 

In 1915, Einstein discovered that his theory of gen¬ 
eral relativity explains the missing forty-three seconds. 
The success of this explanation depends on the capacity 
of general relativity to also account for the additional pre¬ 
cession of about 530 seconds per century explained by 
Newtonian perturbations of Mercury’s orbit. This 
requires that Newton’s theory count as an appropriate 
approximation for explaining that part of the phenome¬ 
non of Mercury’s orbital precession. 

Einstein’s great excitement over this discovery is 
appropriate because it showed that his theory of general 
relativity did better than Newton’s theory of universal 
gravitation by Newton’s own standard of empirical suc¬ 
cess. There was and is no need to appeal to additional or 
different standards to count general relativity as better 
supported. The subsequent development of testing 
frameworks for general relativity continues to be guided 
by the same standard. Newton’s methodology of succes¬ 
sive approximations supported by the empirical success 
of theory mediated measurement accommodates, even, 
the radical conceptual transformation from Newton’s 
metaphysics of bodies under forces of interaction to Ein¬ 
stein’s conception of gravity as given by the geodesic 
structure of curved space-time. 

See also Classical Mechanics, Philosophy of; Space. 
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NICHOLAS OF CUSA 

(1401-1464) 

The theologian, philosopher, and mathematician 
Nicholas of Cusa, also known as Nicholas Kryfts or Krebs, 
was born at Kues on the Moselle River between Trier and 
Koblenz. After attending the school of the Brothers of 
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the Common Life in Deventer, Holland, he studied phi¬ 
losophy at Heidelberg (1416), canon law at Padua 
(1417-1423), and theology at Cologne (1425). Nicholas 
received a doctorate in canon law in 1423. About 1426 he 
gave legal assistance to Cardinal Orsini, papal legate to 
Germany. At about the same time began his lifelong inter¬ 
est in collecting classical and medieval manuscripts. 
Among his notable discoveries were twelve lost comedies 
of Plautus. He took an active part in the Council of Basel, 
first as a lawyer of Count von Manderscheid and later as 
a member of the deputation De Fide. Nicholas’s De Con- 
cordantia Catholica, a vast program for reform of the 
church and the empire, supported the conciliar theory of 
the supremacy of the council over the pope. Later, disillu¬ 
sioned by the council’s failure to reform the church, he 
abandoned the conciliar theory and supported the papal 
cause. 

Nicholas carried out several missions for the pope in 
an effort to unify and reform the church. He was a mem¬ 
ber of the commission sent to Constantinople to negoti¬ 
ate with the Eastern church for reunion with Rome, 
which was temporarily effected at the Council of Florence 
(1439). In 1450 Nicholas was sent to Germany as a legate 
to carry out church reforms. He was created a cardinal in 
1448 and appointed bishop of Brixen (Bressanone) in 
1450. He died in Todi, Umbria. 

KNOWLEDGE 

According to Nicholas, a man is wise only if he is aware of 
the limits of the mind in knowing the truth. Knowledge is 
learned ignorance ( docta ignorantia). Endowed with a 
natural desire for truth, humans seek it through rational 
inquiry, which is a movement of the reason from some¬ 
thing presupposed as certain to a conclusion that is still in 
doubt. Reasoning involves a relating or comparing of 
conclusion with premises. The greater the distance 
between them, the more difficult and uncertain is the 
conclusion. If the distance is infinite, the mind never 
reaches its goal, for there is no relation or proportion 
between the finite and infinite. Hence, the mind cannot 
know the infinite. The infinite is an absolute, and the 
absolute cannot be known by means of relations or com¬ 
parisons. 

Accordingly, the mind cannot comprehend the infi¬ 
nite God. By rational investigation we can draw ever 
nearer to him but cannot reach him. The case is the same 
with any truth, for every truth is an absolute, not admit¬ 
ting of degrees. Since reason proceeds by steps, relating 
conclusion to premises, it is relational and hence never 
arrives at absolute truth. According to Nicholas, “our 


intellect, which is not the truth, never grasps the truth 
with such precision that it could not be comprehended 
with infinitely greater precision” (De Docta Ignorantia I, 
3). As a polygon inscribed in a circle increases in number 
of sides but never becomes a circle, so the mind approxi¬ 
mates to truth but never coincides with it. 

Thus, knowledge at best is conjecture (coniectura). 
This is no mere guess or supposition that may or may not 
be true; it is an assertion that is true as far as it goes, 
although it does not completely measure up to its object. 
Reason is like an eye that looks at a face from different 
and even from opposite positions. Each view of the face is 
true, but it is partial and relative. No one view, nor all 
taken together, coincides with the face. Similarly, human 
reason knows a simple and indivisible truth piecemeal 
and through opposing views, with the result that it never 
adequately measures up to it. 

The weakness of human reason was evident to 
Nicholas because its primary rule is the principle of non¬ 
contradiction, which states that contradictories cannot be 
simultaneously true of the same object. He insisted that 
there is a “coincidence of opposites” ( coincidentia opposi- 
torum ) in reality, especially in the infinite God. He criti¬ 
cized the Aristotelians for insisting on the principle of 
noncontradiction and stubbornly refusing to admit the 
compatibility of contradictories in reality. It takes almost 
a miracle, he complained, to get them to admit this; and 
yet without this admission the ascent of mystical theology 
is impossible. 

Nicholas preferred the Neoplatonists to the Aris¬ 
totelian philosophers because they recognized in humans 
a power of knowing superior to reason which they called 
intellect (intellectus). This was a faculty of intuition or 
intelligence by which we rise above the principle of non¬ 
contradiction and see the unity and coincidence of oppo¬ 
sites in reality. He found this faculty best described and 
most fruitfully cultivated by the Christian Neoplatonists, 
especially St. Augustine, Boethius, Pseudo-Dionysius, St. 
Anselm, the School of Chartres, St. Bonaventure, and 
Meister Eckhart. Following their tradition, he constantly 
strove to see unity and simplicity where the Aristotelians 
could see only plurality and contradiction. He frequently 
expressed his views in symbols and analogies, often math¬ 
ematical in character, because the rational language of 
demonstration is appropriate to the processes of reason 
but not to the simple views of the intellect. 

GOD 

Nicholas was most concerned with showing the coinci¬ 
dence of opposites in God. God is the absolute maximum 
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or infinite being, in the sense that he has the fullness of 
perfection. There is nothing outside him to oppose him 
or to limit him. He is the all. He is also the maximum, but 
not in the sense of the supreme degree in a series. As infi¬ 
nite being he does not enter into relation or proportion 
with finite beings. As the absolute, he excludes all degrees. 
If we say he is the maximum, we can also say he is the 
minimum. He is at once all extremes, the absolute maxi¬ 
mum as well as the absolute minimum. In short, in God, 
the infinite being, all opposition is reconciled in perfect 
unity. 

The coincidence of the maximum and minimum in 
infinity is illustrated by mathematical figures. For exam¬ 
ple, imagine a circle with a finite diameter. As the size of 
the circle is increased, the curvature of the circumference 
decreases. When the diameter is infinite, the circumfer¬ 
ence is an absolutely straight line. Thus, in infinity the 
maximum of straightness is identical with the minimum 
of curvature. Or, to put it another way, an infinite circle is 
identical with a straight line. 

Nicholas offered several a priori proofs for the exis¬ 
tence of the absolute maximum, or God. The first argued 
that the finite is inconceivable without the infinite. What 
is finite and limited has a beginning and an end, so that 
there must be a being to which it owes its existence and in 
which it will have its end. This being is either finite or 
infinite. If it is finite, then it has its beginning and end in 
another being. This leads either to an infinite series of 
actually existing finite beings, which is impossible, or to 
an infinite being which is the beginning and end of all 
finite beings. Consequently, it is absolutely necessary that 
there be an infinite being, or absolute maximum. 

The second proof argued that the absolute truth 
about the absolute maximum can be stated in three 
propositions: It either is or is not. It is and it is not. It nei¬ 
ther is nor is not. These exhaust all the possibilities, so 
that one of them must be the absolute truth. Hence there 
is an absolute truth, and this is what is meant by the 
absolute maximum. 

As the absolute maximum, God contains all things; 
he is their “enfolding” {complicatio). He is also their 
“unfolding” ( explicatio ) because they come forth from 
him. Creatures add nothing to the divine reality; they are 
simply limited and partial appearances of it. As a face 
reproduces itself more or less perfectly in a number of 
mirrors, so God reflects himself in various ways in his 
creatures. In this case, however, there are no mirrors. 

God transcends the universe but is also immanent in 
it, as a face is present in its mirrored images. Each crea¬ 


ture is also present in every other, as each image exists in 
every other. Thus, as Anaxagoras said, everything is in 
everything else. Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz recalled this 
doctrine of Nicholas’s in his Monadology when showing 
that each monad mirrors every other. 

Like all medieval Platonists, Nicholas upheld the 
reality of universal forms. According to him, the most 
universal of all created forms is the form of the universe, 
called the Soul of the World. This form embraces in its 
unity all lower forms, such as those of genera and species. 
These lower forms are “contractions” of the form of the 
universe; they are the universe existing in a limited way. 
They exist in the universe, and it in turn exists in a lim¬ 
ited way in them. Individuals are further contractions of 
universal forms—for example, Socrates is a contraction 
of the form of humanity. The universe as a whole is a con¬ 
traction of the infinite God. Thus, all things exist in a uni¬ 
fied manner in the universe, and the universe in turn 
exists in the unity of God. Oppositions and contradic¬ 
tions that appear on the level of individuals and lower 
universal forms are reconciled in the unity of the universe 
and ultimately in the unity of God. 

COSMOLOGY 

Since the universe mirrors God, it too must be a maxi¬ 
mum—not the absolute maximum, to be sure, but the 
relative maximum, for it contains everything that exists 
except God. Nicholas denied that the universe is posi¬ 
tively infinite; only God, in his view, could be described in 
these terms. But he asserted that the universe has no cir¬ 
cumference and consequently that it is boundless or 
undetermined—a revolutionary notion in cosmology. 
(See Alexandre Koyre, From the Closed World to the Infi¬ 
nite Universe, Baltimore, 1957.) Just as the universe has no 
circumference, said Nicholas, so it has no fixed center. 
The earth is not at the center of the universe, nor is it 
absolutely at rest. Like everything else it moves in space 
with a motion that is not absolute but is relative to the 
observer. 

Nicholas of Cusa’s cosmology in some respects broke 
with the Ptolemaic and Aristotelian cosmological views 
of the Middle Ages and anticipated those of modern 
times. He was above all concerned with denying the 
absolute oppositions in the world of Ptolemy and Aristo¬ 
tle. In Nicholas’s world there was no center opposed to its 
circumference, no maximum movement of the spheres 
opposed to the fixity of Earth, no movement of bodies in 
absolutely opposed directions, such as up and down. 
Nicholas also denied that the heavenly bodies are com- 
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posed of a substance different from that of sublunar bod¬ 
ies. 

Nicholas extended his principle of the coincidence of 
opposites to religion. In his irenical work On the Peace of 
Faith, while maintaining the superiority of Christianity 
over other religions, he tried to reconcile their differences. 
Beneath their oppositions and contradictions he believed 
there is a fundamental unity and harmony, which, when 
it is recognized by all, will be the basis of universal peace. 

In a century of social, political, and religious unrest, 
Nicholas revitalized Neoplatonism as the most effective 
answer to the needs of his time. His thought was firmly 
rooted in the philosophy of Proclus and Christian 
medieval Neoplatonism and was opposed to the Aris- 
totelianism that had prevailed in western Europe since 
the thirteenth century. It was also highly original and 
expressed in a language abounding in symbolism and 
paradox. Nicholas of Cusa had many of the traits of 
the Renaissance person: love of classical antiquity, all- 
encompassing curiosity, optimism, cultivation of literary 
style, critical spirit, preoccupation with the individual, 
and love of mathematics and science. His works were 
widely read for several centuries, and they influenced the 
philosophy of the Renaissance and of early modern times. 

See also Anaxagoras of Clazomenae; Anselm, St.; Aris- 
totelianism; Aristotle; Augustine, St.; Boethius, Anicius 
Manlius Severinus; Bonaventure, St.; Chartres, School 
of; Eckhart, Meister; Infinity in Theology and Meta¬ 
physics; Leibniz, Gottfried Wilhelm; Medieval Philoso¬ 
phy; Neoplatonism; Platonism and the Platonic 
Tradition; Proclus; Pseudo-Dionysius; Renaissance; 
Socrates; Universals, A Historical Survey. 
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NICOLAI, CHRISTIAN 
FRIEDRICH 

(1733-1811) 

Christian Friedrich Nicolai, a German publisher, editor, 
and author, was born in Berlin and studied there and at a 
Pietist institution in Halle, but he never attended a uni¬ 
versity. Nicolai spent three years as a business apprentice 
in Frankfurt an der Oder. Upon his father’s death in 1752, 
he took over the family bookstore, managing it—except 
for a short period—until his death and expanding it into 
a very successful and lucrative publishing house. He 
became a close friend of G. E. Lessing and of Moses 
Mendelssohn, and was active in Berlin intellectual life. He 
edited the Bibliothek der schonen Wissenschaften und 
freien Kunste (Library of aesthetics and fine arts) from 
1757 to 1758, the Literaturbriefe (Letters on literature) 
from 1759 to 1765, and the Allgemeine deutsche Bibliothek 
(Universal German library) from 1765 on. The last- 
mentioned journal became the most famous German lit¬ 
erary review of its time and was widely influential in the¬ 
ology as well. 

Nicolai’s own works, like those of many Enlighten¬ 
ment figures, were largely higher journalism consisting 
mainly in forceful and lively attacks on contemporary 
intellectual and literary personalities and trends. His 
Briefe, den jetzigen Zustand der Schonen Wissenschaften 
betreffend (Letters on the state of the arts; Berlin, 1755) 
were directed against the influential literary critic J. C. 
Gottsched. His philosophical novel Sebaldus Nothanker (3 
vols., Berlin, 1773-1776) was an attack on certain reac¬ 
tionary circles in Halle. In various articles in his journals 
he attacked J. G. Hamann, Johann Caspar Lavater, Chris¬ 
tian Garve, and others. He quarreled with J. G. Herder 
and F. H. Jacobi. The novels Daniel Sduberlich (Berlin, 
1777-1778) and Die Freunden des jungen Werthers 
(Berlin, 1775) were parodies of Johann Wolfgang von 
Goethe, Johann Gottfried Herder, G. A. Burger (author of 
the ballad Lenore), and the Sturm und Drang. He attacked 
Catholicism as a source of superstition and Jesuitism; 
and, although he was himself a member of the Order of 
the Enlightened (. Illuminaten ) and of the Freemasons, he 
accused both of being secret instruments of the Jesuits 
(which resulted in his forced resignation). In the philo¬ 
sophical novels Geschichte eines dicken Mamies (The story 
of a fat man; 2 vols., Berlin, 1794) and Sempronius 
Gundibert (Berlin, 1798) and in other works, he accused 
Immanuel Kant and his school and Johann Gottlieb 
Fichte of being crypto-Catholics. His Vertraute Briefe von 
Adelheid B. an ihre Freundin Julie S. (Confidential letters 


from Adelaide B. to her friend Julie S.; Berlin, 1799) was 
directed against Friedrich Schleiermacher. 

Nicolai wrote many other works, notably a large 
work devoted to the economic, cultural, social, and reli¬ 
gious life in Germany and Switzerland, Beschreibung einer 
Reise durch Deutschland und die Schweiz im Jahre 1781 
(Description of a journey through Germany and Switzer¬ 
land in 1781; 12 vols., Berlin, 1783-1796). Although 
Nicolai was awarded an honorary doctorate by the Helm- 
stedt Theological Seminary in 1799 and was made a cor¬ 
responding member of the Academy of St. Petersburg in 
1804, his hostility toward the most influential persons of 
his time and his lack of understanding of the new critical 
philosophy and of romanticism led to a negative evalua¬ 
tion of his work by his leading contemporaries and by the 
following generation. 

Nevertheless, Nicolai was one of the most typical 
representatives of “popular philosophy.” Basing his theo¬ 
ries on common sense, he avoided abstract thought and 
complex speculation and favored useful and easy knowl¬ 
edge. He opposed orthodoxy, intolerance, enthusiasm, 
mysticism, and secret machinations. He attacked the 
scholastic Wolffian philosophy; the newer critical and 
idealistic philosophies; Protestantism, both orthodox and 
mystical, and Catholicism; secret societies; Gottsched’s 
classicism in literature as well as the glorification of the 
peasant by J. H. Voss and Burger; Sturm und Drang; and 
early romanticism. He considered them all to be reac¬ 
tionary and pernicious, and his writings were full of mis¬ 
understandings, misrepresentations, and exaggerations. 

His religious views incorporated his rejection of 
intellectualism, dogmatism, and mysticism. He held that 
religion and science should not be confused. Orthodox 
religion corrupted morality and tended toward an 
obnoxious hierarchical system. He denied original sin 
and eternal damnation and accepted the doctrines of free 
will and of the immortality of the soul. Religion should 
be based on the individual conscience and not on revela¬ 
tion—on common sense and not on enthusiasm. 

According to Nicolai, religion and morality are not 
the same. Morality is based on social sense and experi¬ 
ence; religion is a feeling for God’s goodness and provi¬ 
dence as mirrored in the goodness and beauty of the 
Creation. Although Nicolai was a deist himself, he did not 
believe that a purely natural religion would suffice for the 
common people, and therefore he refused to reject pub¬ 
licly the Christian tradition. 

Nicolai was influenced in aesthetics by the classicists 
Nicolas Boileau and Jean Baptiste Dubos and by the Swiss 
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critics J. J. Bodmer, J. J. Breitinger, and J. G. Sulzer. He 
tried to find a middle ground between the classical doc¬ 
trine of the imitation of nature and the newer stress on 
the imagination. He opposed the classical ideal of litera¬ 
ture as deduced from a set of rules, the sentimental school 
of literature, and the Sturm und Drang emphasis on intu¬ 
itive genius. He held that poetry should be simple and 
reasonable and designed chiefly for moral improvement. 

See also Aesthetics, History of; Boileau, Nicolas; Com¬ 
mon Sense; DuBos, Abbe Jean Baptiste; Enlightenment; 
Fichte, Johann Gottlieb; Garve, Christian; Goethe, 
Johann Wolfgang von; Gottsched, Johann Christoph; 
Hamann, Johann Georg; Herder, Johann Gottfried; 
Jacobi, Friedrich Heinrich; Kant, Immanuel; Lavater, 
Johann Kaspar; Lessing, Gotthold Ephraim; 
Mendelssohn, Moses; Religion and Morality; Schleier- 
macher, Friedrich Daniel Ernst; Sulzer, Johann Georg. 
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NICOLAS OF AUTRECOURT 

(c. 1300-after 1350) 

Nicolas of Autrecourt, also called Nicolaus de Ultracuria, 
was a leading anti-Aristotelian philosopher of the four¬ 
teenth century. The condemnation of extreme Aris- 
totelianism at Paris in 1277 was probably responsible for 
the critical tendencies in many fourteenth-century 
philosophers and theologians. An extreme form of this 
critical tendency is to be found in the writings and lec¬ 
tures of Nicolas of Autrecourt. He was at the Sorbonne as 


early as 1328, lectured on the Sentences at Paris, and in 
1340 was summoned by the Roman Curia to answer 
charges of heresy and error. His trial was interrupted 
when Pope Benedict XII died, and was resumed under 
Pope Clement VI by Cardinal Curty. In 1346 the trial was 
concluded, Nicolas was forced to recant many of his pub¬ 
lished statements, his works were publicly burned, and he 
was declared unworthy of advancement and unworthy to 
continue teaching. We last hear of him as a deacon at the 
cathedral of Metz in 1350. 

His literary remains consist of (1) two complete let¬ 
ters to the Franciscan Bernard of Arezzo, a reply to a cer¬ 
tain Giles (whose letter to Nicolas is also extant), and the 
fragments of seven other letters to Bernard of Arezzo; (2) 
a theological discussion concerning the increase of cogni¬ 
tive powers; and (3) the “universal tractate of Master 
Nicolas of Autrecourt for seeing whether the statements 
of the Peripatetics are demonstrative” (usually called 
Exigit Ordo Executionis from its incipit), which survives in 
a single manuscript that breaks off toward the end. 

The continuing research on fourteenth-century 
thought will probably show that many other Schoolmen 
of the period expressed doctrines similar to those of 
Nicolas. In fact, similar doctrines have already been found 
in Robert Holkot and John of Mirecourt on epistemolog¬ 
ical issues, and in Henry of Harclay, Gerard Odo, and 
some others on atomism and the constitution of the con¬ 
tinuum. Nevertheless, there is some reason to attribute to 
Nicolas a considerable measure of originality and of per¬ 
sistent thought. For one thing, his contemporary John of 
Mirecourt attributes to Nicolas the proof that causal con¬ 
nections cannot be demonstrated. This may mean merely 
that Mirecourt was making an acknowledgement to a col¬ 
league and was unaware that similar doctrines were 
taught at Oxford. But there must be some significance in 
the fact that Nicolas was singled out for attack by the 
decrees of the Paris faculty in 1339 and 1340 and was one 
of those summoned to the Curia in 1340. 

The main historical origin of Nicolas’s skeptical and 
critical views about the extent of natural knowledge was 
undoubtedly the prominence given to the article of the 
Creed “I believe in one God, Father Omnipotent, Maker 
of heaven and earth,...” after the condemnation of 1277. 
As the theologians of the fourteenth century interpreted 
this article, it meant that God can accomplish anything 
the doing of which involves no logical contradiction. 
Now, the miracles of the Old Testament and New Testa¬ 
ment are incompatible with the doctrines of Aristotle and 
his strict interpreters, especially Averroes, in ways that 
touch directly on the point. Whereas Aristotle denies the 
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possibility of accidents without substrata, the Eucharist 
involves the supernatural existence of the accidents of 
bread and wine after the substance no longer exists (that 
is, after the substance of bread and wine has been con¬ 
verted into the body and blood of Christ when the priest 
consecrates the Host). Again, whereas Aristotle had held 
that effects inevitably arise from their causes unless there 
is some natural impediment, the episode of the three 
Israelites who were not consumed in the fiery furnace 
involves the miraculous interruption of the natural 
effects of causes where there is no impediment. Consid¬ 
eration of these and like cases led theologians to the fol¬ 
lowing result: The common course of nature can, without 
logical absurdity, be interrupted by divine power. Hence, 
the relation of causes and effects or of substances and 
their accidents is not logically necessitated. 

CERTITUDE, SUBSTANCE, AND CAUSE 

Nicolas of Autrecourt must have begun his reflections 
from the consideration of the theological doctrine just 
mentioned. He maintained that, excepting the certitude 
of faith, there is but one kind of certitude and this certi¬ 
tude depends on the principle of contradiction: Contra¬ 
dictories cannot be simultaneously true. Nothing is prior 
to this principle and it is the ultimate basis of all certi¬ 
tude. This certitude is absolute and no power can alter it. 
It has no degrees and all certitude is reducible to it. Thus, 
all reasoning by syllogism depends on the principle of 
contradiction. In every implication ( consequentia ) that is 
reducible to the principle of contradiction either imme¬ 
diately or by a number of intermediate steps, the conse¬ 
quent of the implication and the antecedent (or a part of 
the antecedent) are really identical. Otherwise it would 
not be evident that the antecedent is inconsistent with the 
denial of the consequent. From all this Nicolas derives the 
following result: From the fact that one thing is known to 
exist it cannot be inferred with an evidence reducible to 
that of the principle of contradiction that another thing 
exists. Neither the existence nor the nonexistence of one 
thing can be evidently inferred from the existence or 
nonexistence of any other thing. 

The consequences of this discovery, Nicolas thought, 
were enough to destroy the whole intellectual enterprise 
of the Schools. Not only is it impossible that the existence 
of effects entails the existence of causes, but there is no 
way to have any evident knowledge of any substance 
other than one’s own soul starting from the objects of 
sensation or of inner experience. Things apparent to the 
senses are not substances, and therefore substance cannot 
be evidently inferred from sensibly appearing objects. 


Hence the existence of material substances or of other 
spiritual creatures cannot be inferred with certitude from 
the evidence of the senses. But this is not all. In one sense 
of “probable,” there is not even a probability that there are 
any substances. For, in the sense in which the probable is 
what happens frequently, we can say, for example: When 
I in the past put my hand toward a fire, it was warmed; it 
is now probable that if I put my hand toward a fire, it will 
be warmed. But since there has never been (and could 
never be) a conjunction in my experience between any 
appearance and a substance, there is no appearance that 
renders the existence of a substance so much as probable 
in this sense of the word. 

Some of Nicolas’s critics urged that substance is 
deducible from appearances and that causes are 
deducible from their effects. But he replied that all such 
deductions depend upon descriptions of appearances 
and effects that, implicitly or explicitly, contain reference 
to substances or causes. The deductions from such 
descriptions are perfectly valid, but nothing in experience 
or in our stock of self-evident propositions provides the 
slightest evidence that anything corresponds to such 
descriptions. In a word, every attempt to prove the exis¬ 
tence of substances or causes from appearances or effects 
begs the question. This point was made in other philo¬ 
sophical writings both before and after Nicolas. The Mus¬ 
lim theologian Mohammad al-Ghazall, in his Tahafut 
al-Falasifah (Incoherence of the Philosophers; see Aver- 
roes’ Tahafut al-Tahafut, edited and translated by Simon 
van den Bergh, Fondon, 1954, pp. 329-333), pointed out 
that logically guaranteed inferences concerning causes 
depend on the description and definitions of terms and 
so, in a sense, are mainly verbal arguments. Nicolas could 
not have had access to this work because the relevant sec¬ 
tions were not translated until sometime later. David 
Hume’s negative critique of belief in causation and belief 
in substance parallels that of Nicolas very closely, but 
Hume had no possible access to the writings of Nicolas 
because these were not discovered until the nineteenth 
and twentieth centuries in the Bibliotheque Nationale 
and the Bodleian Library. 

CRITIQUE OF ARISTOTLE 

The purpose of Nicolas’s critique of Aristotle and his fol¬ 
lowers is set forth in the prologue to his Exigit Ordo Exe- 
cutionis. He tells us that he read the works of Aristotle and 
his commentator Averroes and discovered that the 
demonstrations of their doctrines were defective, that 
arguments for the opposite of these doctrines can be 
found that are more plausible than arguments for them. 
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(The word plausible here is intended to translate the Latin 
word probabilis because, in this usage, it does not mean 
“frequent” but “plausible.”) Moreover, men have spent 
their entire lives studying Aristotle to no avail while 
neglecting the good of the community. Men would live 
better lives and contribute to the common good, in mat¬ 
ters religious and moral, if only they knew that very little 
certitude about things can be learned from natural 
appearances and that what little can be learned can be 
obtained in a short while, provided men attend to things 
rather than the treatises of Aristotle and Averroes. In a 
word, the intellectual culture of Nicolas’s age is con¬ 
demned as largely vain; and the purpose of his criticism 
is simply to show this in detail. This is not to say that 
Nicolas is opposed to empirical investigation, but it 
would be a mistake to see in his attack on Aristotle an 
interest in empirical investigation such as we find in the 
promoters of natural science in the sixteenth and seven¬ 
teenth centuries. 

The criticism of Aristotle as set forth in the Exigit 
has an aspect not indicated in his controversy with 
Bernard of Arezzo. In the letters to Bernard he declared 
that nothing that is said about infrasensible reality is 
even probable. In another sense of probability, intro¬ 
duced in the Exigit (but one of the accepted senses of the 
term in the Middle Ages and derived, in fact, from Aris¬ 
totle), a proposition or opinion is probable if there are 
arguments in its favor that, although inconclusive, would 
be approved by an impartial judge. In this sense, a 
proposition or opinion has a probability that varies as 
our information increases. Accordingly, Nicolas begins 
with a conception that is accepted by his adversaries: The 
principle that the Good exists in our minds as a kind of 
measure for evaluating things. According to this, we may 
assume that the things in the universe are so arranged 
that whatever is good exists and whatever is bad does not 
exist. Since there is no way of demonstrating that things 
exist in a certain arrangement, we are obliged to depend 
on the principle of the Good in order to determine what 
is probably the case. Following this principle we can sup¬ 
pose that (1) all things in the universe are mutually con¬ 
nected so that one thing exists for the sake of another 
(like Aristotle’s view that all things are ordered to one 
ultimate end, that is, God; cf. Aristotle, Metaphysics 
1075al5ff.); (2) there is systematic subordination of all 
things to a single end so that nothing exists that does not 
somehow contribute to the good of the entire universe; 
(3) the universe, so conceived, must be at all times 
equally perfect. 


ATOMISM 

From the above, Nicolas concludes that any particular 
thing that now exists has always existed and will always 
exist. For whatever now exists, exists for the good of the 
whole, and because this whole is always and everywhere 
equally perfect, all its parts must always exist. Hence, on 
the principle of the Good, every ultimate entity in the 
universe is eternal. 

The eternity of things is obviously incompatible with 
Aristotle’s thought, in which the generation and corrup¬ 
tion of substances and their accidents is an essential fea¬ 
ture. Here Nicolas is content to show that all the 
Aristotelian arguments to prove the occurrence of gener¬ 
ation, corruption, or other kinds of change are inconclu¬ 
sive. For example, we cannot prove conclusively that 
sensible qualities cease to exist. The only method of prov¬ 
ing this is to argue that a quality ceases to exist because it 
no longer appears to us, and this is obviously inconclu¬ 
sive. Hence, Nicolas argues, the atomic theory in its 
most radical form is more plausible than Aristotle’s 
nonatomistic theory of change. The appearance of change 
can be accounted for in terms of the aggregation and sep¬ 
aration of atomic particles. 

There is much of interest in the finer details of Nico¬ 
las’s atomism, particularly in his defense of indivisible 
minima as the ultimate constituents of the continuum, 
his defense of the vacuum, and his theory of motion. But 
here he is by no means original. His theory of the nature 
of motion, for example, is taken over from William of 
Ockham, and his views about indivisibles owe much to 
other fourteenth-century Scholastics. Moreover, there are 
radical deficiencies in his views on these subjects. Nicolas 
also adopted the radical Ockhamist thesis that relations 
are reducible to their terms, so that there are no extracog- 
nitive referents to our relational concepts. The denial of 
extracognitive relations is mistaken, and this part of 
Nicolas’s speculations suffers from this error. 

The Exigit also develops a theory of knowledge in 
terms of which whatever appears to be the case is the case, 
that is, that the objects of cognition are all in some way 
real. Nicolas also develops a positive theory of causation, 
and there is a related theory of eternal recurrence. 
Whether he derived this from Stoic sources is not clear. 

INFLUENCE AND IMPORTANCE 

The skeptical and critical views, as well as Nicolas’s prob¬ 
abilistic defense of atomism, produced some responses 
among his contemporaries and successors. Albert of Sax¬ 
ony, Jean Buridan, and others replied to his critical views 
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on causation and substance, and Thomas of Strasbourg 
discussed his atomism. Many references to his views on 
the nature of propositions occur in later fourteenth-cen¬ 
tury theologians. Moreover, although Nicolas’s views 
were formally condemned by the Curia in 1346, at the 
end of the century Cardinal Pierre d’Ailly not only 
adopted many of these views but also wrote that “many 
things were condemned against [Nicolas] because of envy 
which were later publicly stated in the schools.” 

The importance of Nicolas of Autrecourt in the his¬ 
tory of thought can best be summarized as follows: He 
was a radical representative of an increasing tendency in 
fourteenth-century thought to reject the idea that any of 
the principles of natural theology admit of demonstra¬ 
tion, and he thus contributed to the decline of the author¬ 
ity of Aristotle. Although some of his reflections are both 
important and valid, they seem not to have had any direct 
effect on the development of philosophy in early modern 
times. From one point of view, he and some of his con¬ 
temporaries achieved a clarity about the nature of beliefs 
in causation and substance that was neither equaled nor 
surpassed until the eighteenth century in the writings of 
Hume. 

See also Ailly, Pierre d’; Albert of Saxony; al-Ghazall, 
Muhammad; Aristotelianism; Aristotle; Atomism; 
Averroes; Buridan, John; Henry of Harclay; Holkot, 
Robert; Hume, David; John of Mirecourt; Medieval 
Philosophy; William of Ockham. 
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NICOLAS OF AUTRECOURT 
[ADDENDUM] 

Documentation about Autrecourt’s life is scarce. His date 
of birth is now placed sometime between 1295-1298. He 
came from the diocese of Verdun and attended the arts 
faculty at Paris. He also held a degree in civil law, which 
he must have obtained outside of Paris. His membership 
in the College de Sorbonne places Autrecourt back in 
Paris in the 1330s as a student in theology. He died in 
1369, either on July 16 or 17. 

Over the last two decades, it has become apparent 
that the study of Autrecourt’s thought has been wrongly 
placed in the larger context of putatively skeptical ten¬ 
dencies in scholastic thought and the battle against Ock- 
hamism at the University of Paris in the years 1339-1347. 
In his Universal Treatise (Exigit ordo), which originated at 
the arts faculty during the years 1333-1335, he defends 
the Aristotelian thesis that our sensory experiences are 
reliable—that what appears really is, and that what 
appears to be true really is true ( Metaphysics IV, 5). He 
finds this view more plausible than its opposite, namely 
that the intellect is incapable of certitude. 

In his Letters, Autrecourt attacks the “Academics” or 
ancient Skeptics. Yet, at the same time, he challenges 
the prevailing Aristotelian tradition, in particular of 
substance-accident structure of reality and the principle 
of causality. This view is the result of his stance that all 
evident knowledge (with the exception of the certitude of 
faith) must be reducible to the principle of noncontra¬ 
diction ( primum principium). This outlook was devel¬ 
oped in his correspondence with a Master Giles (of 
Feno?) and his two extant letters to the Franciscan the¬ 
ologian Bernard of Arezzo, which must have been written 
sometime between October 1335 and June 1336. These 
exchanges hark to a previous discussion between Aurte- 
court and Bernard of Arezzo at their inaugural lectures 
(.Principia ) on the Sentences about the validity of Aristo¬ 
tle’s principle of noncontradiction. 
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NICOLE, PIERRE 

(1625-1695) 

Nicole Pierre was born in Chartres, the son of Jean 
Nicole, a member of the Parlement de Paris. In 1642 he 
began his studies in philosophy in Paris, where he 
received his Master of Arts in 1644. Subsequently, he 
studied theology with Alphonse Le Moine and Jacques 
Sainte-Beauve, and under the direction of the latter he 
started an intensive consideration of the theological writ¬ 
ings of St. Augustine. During this time Nicole became 
involved in the activities of the reformist convent of Port- 


Royal des Champs through his aunt, Marie des Anges 
Suireau, who was for a short time the abbess there. Nicole 
taught in the petite ecoles attached to Port-Royal, where 
one of his students was Jean Racine, the future poet. After 
receiving his Bachelor of Arts degree in 1649, he with¬ 
drew to Port-Royal, becoming one of the solitaires associ¬ 
ated with the convent. 

During the 1650s Nicole went against the French 
theological and political establishment in defending the 
theological orthodoxy of the Augustinus of Cornelius 
Jansenius, the late theologian and bishop. He joined his 
fellow solitaire Antoine Arnauld and other Port-Royalists 
in protesting the papal bulls in the 1650s that attributed 
to this work four heretical propositions and one false 
proposition concerning sin, free will, and grace. The con¬ 
troversy that derived from this protest was such that 
when he returned to Paris in 1654, Nicole was forced to 
take the assumed name of M. de Rosny. 

In 1658, during a tour in the German territories, he 
translated the Provinciates (1656-1657) into Latin, using 
the pseudonym Guillaume Wendrock. This work, written 
by the brilliant Port-Royalist Blaise Pascal, was a popular 
satirical critique of Jesuit moral theology. Nicole also 
defended both the Augustinus and Port-Royal throughout 
the 1660s, when Louis XIV exerted considerable pressure 
on the members of the convent to bring them into con¬ 
formity with official church policy. During this time, in 
1662, he published with Arnauld, under the pseudonym 
of Sieur le Bon, the first of what was to be six editions of 
the Logique ou fart depenser. This work reflects the teach¬ 
ing at the petite ecoles at Port-Royal before their dis¬ 
bandment by Louis XIV in 1660. This work combines an 
Augustinian distinction between a theology grounded in 
trust of authority and a philosophy grounded in trust of 
natural reason with Rene Descartes’s rejection of radical 
Pyrrhonian skepticism and his metaphysical conclusion 
that mind as a thinking thing is a substance really distinct 
from body as an extended thing. Nonetheless, Nicole was 
never as enthusiastic about the new Cartesian philosophy 
as his coauthor, Arnauld, was. In several letters published 
in his four-volume Essais de morale (vol. 2, 1679) Nicole 
emphasized the weakness of human reason and the 
inability of the Cartesians to offer more than probable 
conclusions. This sort of emphasis was in line with the 
skepticism concerning the new philosophy reflected in 
the views of Port-Royal solitaires such as Le Maistre de 
Sacy and Louis-Paul du Vaucel. Such skepticism belies the 
claim of the Calvinist Pierre Jurieu that “the theologians 
of Port-Royal are as attached to Cartesianism as they 
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are to Christianity” (La politique du clerge de France 
[Cologne, 1681], 107). 

The Peace of the Church that Pope Clement IX 
established in 1669 with the help of Louis XIV brought 
about a decade-long cessation of hostilities against the 
Jansenists. During this period Arnauld and Nicole 
devoted themselves to their three-volume La perpetuite de 
la foy, in which they defended the Catholic doctrine that 
Christ is “physically present” in the Eucharist against the 
view of the Calvinist minister JeanClaude that Christ has 
a merely “spiritual presence” in this sacrament. Nicole 
and Arnauld also condemned the attempt of the French 
Benedictine Robert Desgabets to defend the view in 
Descartes’s unpublished correspondence that the physical 
presence of Christ involves merely the union of His soul 
with the matter of the Eucharistic elements. The anony¬ 
mous publication of this defense in the Conisderations sur 
Vetat present (1671) was one of the triggers of the official 
campaign against Cartesianism in France during the 
1670s. 

The Peace of the Church officially ended with Louis 
XIV’s banishment of Nicole and Arnauld, along with 
other Port-Royalist sympathizers, to the Spanish Nether¬ 
lands (now Belgium) in 1679. In contrast to Arnauld and 
the other Port-Royalists, however, Nicole was eager to 
reconcile himself with the French authorities, and nego¬ 
tiations with the bishop of Paris, Francois de Harlay de 
Champvallon, allowed him to return to Paris in 1683. 
After this return, he further revised his Essais de morale 
and attacked in print the views of the Calvinists. Nicole 
also attempted (unsuccessfully) to moderate the tone of 
the increasing bitter philosophical and theological debate 
during the 1680s and early 1690s that pitted Arnauld 
against the French Cartesian Nicolas Malebranche. 

In the 1690s Nicole also became embroiled in his 
own dispute with Arnauld over Nicole’s view that God 
grants us a “general grace” that involves at least an 
implicit knowledge of moral truth. Appealing to the 
Cartesian doctrine of the transparency of the mind, 
Arnauld objected to any knowledge of moral truth that 
does not involve explicit awareness. The response to this 
line of objection in Nicole and his defenders, including 
the Louvain theologian Gommaire Huygens and the 
French Benedictine Francois Lamy, invoked the pur¬ 
ported implication in Augustine that we see truths in God 
by means of divine illumination that we do not grasp 
completely. The case of this dispute serves to further illus¬ 
trate the complexities of the relations between Augustini- 
anism and Cartesianism during the seventeenth century. 


During the 1690s, Nicole also found himself opposed 
to Lamy over the “quietist” doctrine of the French Cardi¬ 
nal Francois de Fenelon that we are to have a “pure love” 
of God that involves no concern for the self. Whereas 
Lamy defended Fenelon, Nicole joined the French Bishop 
Jacques-Benigne Bossuet in arguing for the conclusion, 
which Rome later endorsed, that quietism is heretical. 
Soon after this dispute, Nicole suffered a stroke, and he 
died in Paris on November 16, 1695, a little over a year 
after Arnauld’s death. 

See also Arnauld, Antoine. 
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NIEBUHR, REINHOLD 

(1892-1971) 

Reinhold Niebuhr was eminent in two fields. One was 
social action and analysis of current social problems; the 
other was the interpretation of the Christian faith. This 
entry will concentrate on his religious and ethical think¬ 
ing. 

Niebuhr was born in Wright City, Missouri. His 
father was Gustave Niebuhr, a minister in the Evangelical 
Synod of the Lutheran Church, who came to the United 
States when he was seventeen years old. His mother was 
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the daughter of the Reverend Edward Jacob Hosto, a 
second-generation German American of the same reli¬ 
gious sect. Niebuhr studied at Elmhurst College, Eden 
Theological Seminary, and Yale University. Tie was 
ordained in 1915 and was pastor at the Bethel Evangelical 
Church of Detroit until 1928. He was then appointed 
professor at the Union Theological Seminary in New 
York, where he taught until 1960, when he became pro¬ 
fessor emeritus. 

RELIGIOUS VIEWS 

The central theme of Niebuhr’s religious teaching can be 
stated as follows: A divine, forgiving, and timeless love 
“beyond history” gives meaning to human life. Nothing 
actually operating in human history can ever be suffi¬ 
ciently dominant over sinful pride and sensuality to 
deliver men from despair, although men attempt to con¬ 
ceal reality with optimistic illusions. But if we look 
beyond the temporal process to transcendent being, we 
find, through faith, a forgiving and perfect love that gives 
to human life a grandeur beyond the reach of despair and 
a zeal beyond the reach of apathy. This love from beyond 
history has been revealed to us in Jesus Christ. We know 
it is from beyond history because in history this kind of 
love, called agape, is ineffective before the powers that 
rule this world. It is futile and meaningless except when, 
as in the Christian faith, it reveals the ultimate purpose of 
our existence by an evaluation that transcends history. 

SIN AND ANXIETY. Sin arises from anxiety, although 
anxiety is not sinful in itself. Man is rendered anxious by 
criticizing himself and his world, by recognizing his own 
limitations and the contingencies of his existence, and by 
imagining a life infinitely better than what actually is. 

Anxiety would not lead to sin if we brought it under 
control by trusting ourselves to God’s forgiving love and 
ultimate power. But instead of this, we seek to bring anx¬ 
iety under control by pretending to have power or knowl¬ 
edge or virtue or special favors from God, which we do 
not have. This pretense leads to pride, cruelty, and injus¬ 
tice. Or we seek to escape anxiety by dulling the awareness 
of it with sensuality. All this is sin because it is a turning 
away from God to a self-centered existence. Sin thus 
induced is not inevitable, but it is universal. Also Niebuhr 
obscurely suggested that sin was in the world before men 
became sinners, this prehuman sin being symbolized by 
Satan. 

In this predicament we have two alternatives. We 
may trust ourselves along with the whole of human his¬ 
tory to God’s forgiving love. The other alternative is 


twofold: to sink into annihilating despair or to conceal 
our predicament with illusions that render our condition 
even more desperate in the end. If we take the first alter¬ 
native, we live not only for whatever love can be attained 
in history but also and primarily for the divine love 
beyond history. In this way the whole of history takes on 
meaning. Otherwise we have only glimpses of meaning in 
developments occurring here and there but no meaning 
for the whole of history. 

TRANSCENDENCE. Themes continuously recurrent 
throughout Niebuhr’s writing are transcendence, free¬ 
dom, reason, and love. Niebuhr’s language often suggests 
that by “transcendence” he means the timeless ideal of 
perfect love. But for Niebuhr this love is not merely an 
ideal. It is a God who loves, yet is beyond time, cause, and 
world. 

Self-transcendence is a central theme in Niebuhr’s 
thought. If this merely meant that the self can change into 
a better self, the meaning would be obvious. But Niebuhr 
seems to mean that the self, while never escaping finitude 
in one dimension, does somehow, in another dimension, 
transcend time and causation and self. It does this by sur¬ 
veying past and future and by self-criticism. But to survey 
past and future is to be aware of one’s involvement in 
time; and in self-criticism the self in retrospect is criti¬ 
cized by the present self; and this criticizing self may in 
turn be criticized by the self at a later time. Niebuhr 
would seem to be wrong, therefore, in claiming that in 
self-criticism the self can transcend time and causation. 

FREEDOM AND REASON. Niebuhr affirmed human 
freedom by paradox: Man is both bound and free, both 
limited and limitless; he is, and yet is not, involved in the 
flux of nature and time. As spirit he “stands outside” time, 
nature, world, and self, yet is involved in them. Freed of 
paradox, these affirmations assert that humankind is free 
in the dimension of spirit but not in the dimension of 
natural existence. The human spirit transcends the self, 
time, and nature because the individual can know himself 
as an object, can judge himself to be a sinner, can survey 
past and future. “The ultimate proof that the human 
spirit is free is its recognition that its will is not free” 
(.Nature and Destiny of Man, Vol. I, p. 258). 

Niebuhr would seem to be making contradictory 
statements. The self is not free if only the “spirit” tran¬ 
scending the self is free. The critical comment made 
above on his concept of transcendence would apply here 
also. 
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Reason is an instrument, says Niebuhr, which can be 
used for either good or evil. One evil use of reason is to 
impose rational coherence upon reality and to reject as 
unreal what cannot be fitted into that coherence. But 
Niebuhr is mistaken in thinking that one who insists on 
subjecting every affirmed belief to the tests of reason is 
thereby claiming that reason comprehends all reality. To 
the contrary, such a person fully admits that unknown 
reality extends beyond his knowledge; but he refuses to 
conceal his ignorance by superimposing religious beliefs 
where knowledge cannot reach. Niebuhr defended such 
beliefs because they relieve anxiety by providing courage 
and hope. 

Another sinful use of reason, says Niebuhr, is to 
make it the basis of a false security, thus turning away 
from the one sure ground of security, which is a belief 
beyond the tests of reason, namely, that God in forgiving 
love will overrule all evil “at the end of history.” Here 
again the question arises: Is true security to be found in 
beliefs exempt from the tests of reason or is it to be found 
by rejecting such beliefs and recognizing the unknown 
without concealing it beneath beliefs that cannot be 
rationally defended? 

On the other hand, Niebuhr used to the full his own 
magnificent powers of rational intelligence in dealing 
with problems arising in the temporal process of human 
existence. He completely accepts the powers of reason in 
dealing with such problems. For him reason has the fur¬ 
ther use of demonstrating its own incapacity for dealing 
with those religious beliefs that Niebuhr affirms while 
admitting that they cannot be rationally defended. 

In June Bingham’s book Courage to Change (p. 224) 
she reports that Niebuhr wrote to a friend that he 
(Niebuhr) adhered to the religious pragmatism of 
William James. He validates Christian belief, when it can¬ 
not be rationally defended, by the courage, hope, peace, 
zeal, love, sense of being forgiven, and other psychologi¬ 
cal effects resulting when these beliefs are affirmed. 
Niebuhr identified these psychological effects as the grace 
bestowed upon us by God when we affirm these beliefs 
with the total self. Thus are we assured that we are loved 
and forgiven by God while we are yet sinners. Niebuhr 
also affirmed that beyond all the incoherence of our exis¬ 
tence and beyond all our rational powers to know there is 
an all-comprehending and perfect coherence that some¬ 
how overcomes and absorbs all the manifest incoherences 
that we experience. 

LOVE. Niebuhr distinguished three kinds of love: heed¬ 
less love (agape), which seeks nothing in return; mutual 


love; and calculating love. Heedless love is God’s way of 
loving; and human beings by God’s grace may have it to 
some degree. Since it seeks nothing in return, it cannot 
have the intention of awakening responsive love, 
although this may be its unintended result. Suffering 
endured with intention to awaken responsive love would 
be calculating love. Hence God’s suffering love in Christ 
is not to awaken responsive love, although this may be its 
unintended result; but the intention is to protect God’s 
righteousness in forgiving sin because forgiveness with¬ 
out atonement would be condoning sin. 

POLITICAL VIEWS 

In making political judgments, the individual is 
inevitably biased by the social position and historical 
process in which he finds his security and personal iden¬ 
tity. No one can be entirely free of this bias, but its distor¬ 
tions are reduced by a faith that finds its ultimate security 
not in any social position or historical process but in the 
God of love and mercy who rules supreme over the whole 
course of history, determining its final outcome as no 
plan or purpose of man can ever do. Such a faith in God’s 
power and forgiveness enables one to practice “Christian 
realism,” whereby one is able to see the evil in the self and 
in the historical process with which the self is identified, 
as well as the depth of evil in all of human life. Political 
judgment can then be more free of the illusions generated 
by false pride, on the one hand, and by despair, on the 
other. 

Justice requires the coercions of government to sup¬ 
port moral demands; and the power of opposing parties 
must be equalized if one is not to be subordinated 
unjustly to the interests of the other. Also, to have justice, 
freedom to criticize is required. Justice serves love by pro¬ 
viding the social conditions required for the practice of 
love. Love is the final norm but cannot by itself guide 
political action, because every project set forth in the 
name of love amid the contests for political power is 
infected with self-interest whereby the needs of others are 
falsely identified with those of self. 

With his highly developed rational powers and criti¬ 
cal intelligence, Niebuhr sharply distinguished between 
problems subject to rational treatment and religious 
beliefs that cannot be rationally defended. This gives us 
what at times seems to be two Niebuhrs: One, the natu¬ 
ralist struggling with the problems of our existence with 
all the tools of human reason; the other, the mystic 
upholding a superstructure of religious belief beyond the 
tests of reason. Whether one of these, or both, will prevail 
in the course of history, only time can tell. However, the 
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impact of Niebuhr’s thought and action on our civiliza¬ 
tion will continue in one form or another for a long time. 

See also Determinism in History; James, William; Love; 
Philosophy of History; Philosophy of Religion, History 
of. 
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NIETZSCHE, FRIEDRICH 

(1844-1900) 

Although trained as a philologist, Friedrich Nietzsche has 
been among the philosophers most influential upon 
European and North American culture and philosophy 
during the twentieth century. While he has always had an 
audience among writers, artists, and Germanists, through 
the first half of the twentieth century—and especially 
among philosophers—Nietzsche was read and discussed 
primarily by German philosophers, including Martin 
Heidegger, Karl Jaspers, and Karl Lowith. His criticisms of 
traditional philosophical positions, along with his often 
metaphorical and hyperbolic writing style, led to his 
being taken much less seriously by English-language 
philosophers. And Nietzsche’s political views and the 
posthumous appropriation—many would argue misap¬ 
propriation—of some of his ideas by thinkers associated 
with fascism and National Socialism (Nazism) led ini¬ 
tially to a hostile response to his works among many 
British and French readers. 

By the early 1960s, however, Nietzsche’s fortunes had 
begun to change considerably. Anointed along with Marx 
and Freud as one of the three “masters of suspicion,” 
Nietzsche’s philosophical works found enthusiastic read¬ 
ers among those coming of age philosophically in the 
1960s, and this—along with a new critical edition of his 
works and several generations of scholarly explication 
and analysis—resulted in Nietzsche being among the 
most widely read and known of Western philosophers by 
the end of the twentieth century. 

BIOGRAPHY 

Nietzsche was born October 15, 1844, in Rocken, a small 
village in Prussian Saxony, on the birthday of King 
Friedrich Wilhelm IV of Prussia, after whom he was 
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named by his father Karl Ludwig, 31, and his mother 
Franziska (nee Oehler), 18. His father, as well as both of 
his grandfathers, were Lutheran ministers. In 1846, Niet¬ 
zsche’s sister Elisabeth was born, and two years later, his 
brother Joseph was born. The following years were diffi¬ 
cult ones: in 1848, Nietzsche’s father became seriously ill; 
he died on July 30, 1849, of what was diagnosed as “soft¬ 
ening of the brain” (a frequent diagnostic notation for 
tertiary syphilis). The following year, Nietzsche’s younger 
brother died; and in April 1850, Nietzsche’s mother 
moved the household—which now included her two 
young children, as well as Nietzsche’s paternal grand¬ 
mother and her two sisters—to Naumberg, a much larger 
town of 15,000 people. 

In 1858, Nietzsche was offered free admission to 
Pforta, the most prestigious high school in Germany, 
located only a few miles from Naumberg. He was an 
excellent student and graduated in 1864 with a thesis in 
Latin on the Greek poet Theognis. After graduation, he 
registered at the University of Bonn as a theology student, 
but quickly changed his focus to philology, as Bonn’s 
department had a distinguished reputation grounded on 
the work of two professors: Otto Jahn (1813-1869) and 
Friedrich Wilhelm Ritschl (1806-1876). There were, 
however, deep personal and professional disagreements 
between the two and when Ritschl decided to leave for the 
University at Leipzig, Nietzsche followed him there in 
1865 and registered as a student of classical philology. 
Nietzsche soon became Ritschl’s star pupil, and he was 
invited by Ritschl to publish an essay on Theognis in Das 
Rheinische Museum fur Philologie, which Ritschl edited. In 
addition to his work in philology, writing essays on Dio¬ 
genes Laertius and Democritus, among others, three 
other events took place in Leipzig that would profoundly 
influence the rest of Nietzsche’s life: his discovery of 
Schopenhauer’s Die Welt als Wille und Vorstellung (The 
World as Will and Representation ) in 1865, of F. A. Lange’s 
Geschichte des Materialismus (History of Materialism) in 
1866, and in 1868, his meeting Richard Wagner, with 
whom he shared a love of music, of Schopenhauer, and a 
hope for the revitalization of European culture. 

When a position at the University of Basel appeared 
in 1869, Ritschl gave an extraordinary recommendation 
for Nietzsche, who had not yet written a doctoral thesis, 
and Nietzsche was appointed to the Chair of Classical 
Philology at Basel in 1869 at the age of twenty-four. The 
University of Leipzig proceeded to confer the doctorate 
without either thesis or examination, and Nietzsche 
moved to Basel in April 1869. Basel offered him not only 
a university appointment but also easy access to the Wag¬ 


ner residence at Tribschen, which allowed Nietzsche to 
develop a close relationship with both Wagner and his 
wife Cosima, the daughter of Franz Liszt. While at Basel, 
Nietzsche lectured on Homer, Hesiod, Plato, Aristotle, the 
pre-Socratics, Diogenes Laertius, and classical rhetoric. 
He was becoming increasingly disengaged from philol¬ 
ogy, however, and spent much of his time working on the 
texts of ancient Greek and Roman philosophy and think¬ 
ing about broad cultural issues. These two features can be 
seen in his first book, The Birth of Tragedy (1872), which 
merged philosophical reflection with philological inter¬ 
pretation as it sought to frame Wagnerian opera as a way 
to recuperate what European culture had lost since the 
demise of ancient Greek tragedy. While Nietzsche 
thought his work would revolutionize the discipline of 
philology, it was poorly received and all but destroyed his 
professional standing as an academic philologist. 

During the 1870s in Basel, Nietzsche became increas¬ 
ingly uncomfortable with Wagner and the Wagner circle 
at Tribschen and Bayreuth. While there is no question 
that The Birth of Tragedy proclaims Wagner’s world- 
historical importance as a cultural phenomenon, Richard 
Wagner in Bayreuth, the fourth of his Untimely Medita¬ 
tions, is much more ambivalent. By 1878, Nietzsche had 
had enough of Wagner and among the reasons he offers 
subsequently to explain his break with Wagner are Wag¬ 
ner’s turn to Christianity in Parsifal and his support for 
and association with political anti-Semitism. In 1879, 
Nietzsche resigned his chair at Basel because of the 
increasing severity of his health problems, and over the 
next ten years, he lived in several places in Europe, includ¬ 
ing Sils Maria, Switzerland, and Genoa and Turin, Italy. 
During these ten years, Nietzsche wrote ten books, living 
off a modest pension from the university, and he was 
plagued by constant and severe health problems. He suf¬ 
fered a total mental breakdown in Turin in January 1889, 
and after a brief stay at the psychiatric clinic run by Dr. 
Otto Binswanger in Jena, he spent the remaining years of 
his life under the care of his mother and then his sister 
until his death in Weimar on August 25, 1900. 

No account of Nietzsche’s life can avoid his health 
and his madness. Beginning in childhood, his health was 
poor. He was plagued by headaches that, as young as nine, 
kept him from school, and by age twelve, his eyes began 
to cause him serious problems. Throughout his life, his 
work habits were affected by the migraines that forced 
him to remain in darkened rooms, gastrointestinal prob¬ 
lems, and limited eyesight that made reading at times 
painful and at times impossible. Not surprisingly, the 
themes of sickness, convalescence, and health, both 


ENCYCLOPEDIA OF PHILOSOPHY 
2nd edition 


608 



NIETZSCHE, FRIEDRICH 


metaphorically and literally, hold a central place in his 
philosophical reflections. 

The question of his madness has been a focus of 
attention and speculation almost from its outbreak. What 
is clear is that on the morning of January 3, 1889, Niet¬ 
zsche saw a horse being beaten by its coachman on a 
street in Turin, embraced the animal, and then collapsed. 
In the few days preceding and following this event, he 
sent letters to Jacob Burckhardt, Peter Gast, George Bran- 
des, Cosima Wagner, and August Strindberg, among oth¬ 
ers, that, while at moments lucid and beautiful, are also 
clearly not the writings of a sane individual. While there 
has been much speculation as to the cause of Nietzsche’s 
insanity, there is no conclusive evidence to support either 
of the two most common hypotheses: that he inherited 
syphilitic dementia from his father or he caught syphilis 
from prostitutes in a Leipzig brothel during his time as a 
student there. Recently, new research carried out by Dr. 
Leonard Sax, director of the Montgomery Center for 
Research in Child Development in Maryland and pub¬ 
lished in the Journal of Medical Biography, suggests that 
Nietzsche’s symptomatology is consistent with cancer of 
the brain and in fact is not consistent with syphilis (based 
on the number of years Nietzsche remained alive follow¬ 
ing his breakdown). The syphilis story, it appears, can be 
traced to a book written by psychiatrist Wilhelm Lange- 
Eichbaum in 1946, Nietzsche: Krankheit und Wirkung, 
that sought to discredit Nietzsche, and this story was then 
adopted as fact by intellectuals who shared Lange- 
Eichbaum’s politically motivated desire to destroy Niet¬ 
zsche’s reputation. 

WRITINGS 

During the sixteen years of Nietzsche’s productive life, he 
wrote eighteen books in addition to leaving an extensive 
correspondence and several thousand pages of unpub¬ 
lished writings. While there are some minor differences in 
the way his works are periodized by scholars, his writings 
tend to be divided into three periods: his early more 
scholarly, philological work written while teaching in 
Basel from 1872-76; his aphoristic texts, written between 
1878-1882; and his mature works, which begin with Thus 
Spoke Zarathustra in 1883 and continue until his last 
works in 1888. 

THE BASEL WRITINGS. Nietzsche’s early works, written 
while a professor of classical philology at the University of 
Basel, include The Birth of Tragedy out of the Spirit of 
Music, and the four Untimely Meditations: Richard 
Strauss, Confessor and Writer; On the Use and Disadvan¬ 


tage of History for Life; Schopenhauer as Educator; and 
Richard Wagner in Bayreuth. In addition to these pub¬ 
lished works, there are several unpublished works from 
this period that have attracted scholarly attention, the 
most important of which are the essays “On Truth and 
Lies in an Extra-moral Sense,” “Homer’s Contest,” and 
“Philosophy in the Tragic Age of the Greeks.” 

First published in 1872, The Birth of Tragedy offers a 
theory of tragedy, a theory of art, and a proposal for cul¬ 
tural renewal. A second edition, published in 1886 with a 
new preface titled “Attempt at a Self-Criticism,” and a new 
subtitle, “Hellenism or Pessimism,” takes note of Niet¬ 
zsche’s move away from the Schopenhauerian sensibilities 
that marked this text by highlighting the opposition 
between Greek cheerfulness and Schopenhauerian pes¬ 
simism. The Birth opens with Nietzsche’s distinction 
between the Apollonian and Dionysian, which designates 
both forces of nature and basic artistic impulses. As forces 
of nature, the Apollonian names the principle of individ¬ 
uation that gives form to the chaos by isolating and dis¬ 
tinguishing between things, whereas the Dionysian 
names the primal unity of all things in an endless play of 
forces of becoming. As artistic impulses, the Apollonian 
marks the world of beautiful illusions, whereas the 
Dionysian marks the sensual world of rapturous frenzy. 
Sculpture is the purest Apollonian art as a transfiguration 
of the real into a beautiful, illusory image, whereas music 
is the purest Dionysian art insofar as music is the process 
of change itself, with nothing that endures but the whole 
that survives each individual note’s destroying what has 
come before it. 

Nietzsche argues concerning Greek culture that 
when faced with the absurdity and horrible and terrifying 
aspects of existence, the Apollonian and Dionysian 
denote two opposing tendencies of human nature: to 
cover existence with beautiful illusions or to plunge into 
the absurdity and horror of existence and affirm it, as 
such, as a world of continual creation and destruction. 
From this comes his thesis about tragedy: Attic Tragedy— 
Sophocles and Aeschylus; Oedipus and Prometheus— 
manifests the pinnacle of Greek art as the perfect union 
of Dionysian joy and Apollonian illusion: It reflects both 
the Greek tragic wisdom that by accepting destruction as 
part of the great world-game, the tragic hero masters the 
cruelty of fate, and reveals the tragic Dionysian wisdom 
that the human spirit will not be broken by the pains and 
hardships of existence. This is the “metaphysical comfort” 
that tragedy leaves one with: “that life, despite all the 
changes in appearances, is at bottom indestructibly pow¬ 
erful and pleasurable” (§ 7). This tragic insight, which 
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gave birth to Attic Tragedy, was, according to Nietzsche, 
destroyed by Socrates and his tragedian spokesman 
Euripides, for whom in order to be beautiful, everything 
had to be intelligible. Much of Nietzsche’s Birth is spent 
analyzing the death of tragedy at the hands of Socrates 
and Euripides, and the anticipation of its rebirth in Wag¬ 
nerian opera. 

Nietzsche’s four Untimely Meditations were pub¬ 
lished between 1873 and 1876. Originally planned as a 
series of thirteen volumes of cultural criticism, Nietzsche 
only published four (though he completed a substantial 
amount of work on a fifth volume on academic philology, 
“Wir Philologen”). In David Strauss, the Confessor and 
Writer (1873), Nietzsche criticizes Strauss, a Hegelian and 
author of The Life of Jesus (1835) and the then (1870s) 
popular work The Old and New Faith, for his smugness 
and the ease with which he dispenses with Christian doc¬ 
trine. Strauss is also treated as representative of German 
popular culture, pleased with itself and its cultural “supe¬ 
riority” following Prussia’s victory in the Franco-Prussian 
war, and Nietzsche spends much of the text challenging 
the Bildungsphilister or “cultural philistines” who mistake 
their “popular” culture for “genuine” culture. Because of 
Strauss’s popularity, this was one of Nietzsche’s most 
popular works, which although often critically reviewed 
was widely read. 

On the Use and Disadvantage of History for Life 
(1873) has been the most widely discussed of the four 
meditations, although it was the least successful in its day. 
Taking as his critical foil Eduard von Hartmann’s Philos¬ 
ophy of the Unconscious (1869), Nietzsche challenges the 
neo-Hegelian historicist tendency to valorize the present 
as the goal toward which history had been teleologically 
directed. While attacking the high value placed upon his¬ 
tory in contemporary German culture and education, 
Nietzsche offers his tripartite account of historical schol¬ 
arship—antiquarian, monumental, and critical—and 
offers an early version of what later became his genealog¬ 
ical method of examining the past in order to better 
understand the present. 

Schopenhauer as Educator (1874), which Nietzsche 
later came to realize should have been called “Nietzsche as 
Educator,” offers an early account of the exemplary indi¬ 
vidual engaged in a project of self-perfection. One finds 
relatively little comment in this text about Schopen¬ 
hauer’s philosophical views, about which Nietzsche had, 
by the time of its writing, come to question. Instead, one 
finds Nietzsche discussing Schopenhauer as an exemplary 
philosopher who willingly suffers in pursuit of the 
truth. It is, then, not Schopenhauer’s philosophy but the 


Schopenhauerian image of man that educates, and Niet¬ 
zsche’s third meditation is one of his most personal books 
in providing several comments that describe the exem¬ 
plary individual that Nietzsche himself wanted to 
become. 

That Richard Wagner in Bayreuth (1876) came to be 
published at all is due largely to Nietzsche’s friend Hein¬ 
rich Koselitz (“Peter Cast,” 1854-1918). Begun in 1874, 
Nietzsche’s adoration of Wagner began to fade in 
1874-75 and he abandoned the project in 1875. Gast read 
the unfinished manuscript early in 1876 and persuaded 
Nietzsche first to complete the manuscript as a gift to 
Wagner for his birthday (May 22), and Nietzsche subse¬ 
quently decided to publish the volume as the fourth 
Untimely Meditation, presenting it to Wagner in August 
during the first festival at Bayreuth. Although on the sur¬ 
face an homage to Wagner, with its liberal quotation and 
paraphrase from Wagner’s own writings, the text also 
suggests that Wagner and his circle may themselves be 
“cultural philistines” who are failing to live up to the cul¬ 
tural and aesthetic ideals that Wagner’s writings pro¬ 
posed. While important in terms of understanding 
Nietzsche’s ambivalence toward Wagner during this 
period, and offering several insightful comments on art, 
culture, language, and science, this volume stands as per¬ 
haps Nietzsche’s least popular and least read work. 

In addition to these five published works, Nietzsche 
also left a number of unpublished essays and fragments 
from this period. Of these, three are of particular signifi¬ 
cance: “On Truth and Lies in an Extra-Moral Sense” 
(1873), in which he offers a tropological account of the 
origins of knowledge as grounded in the fundamental 
human drive toward the formation of metaphors; 
“Homer’s Contest” (1872), in which he discusses the role 
of the agon or competition in Greek culture and democ¬ 
racy; and “Philosophy in the Tragic Age of the Greeks” 
(1873), in which he offers some of his most sustained 
commentary on the major pre-Socratic philosophers, 
including Heraclitus, Parmenides, Anaximander, and 
Anaxagoras. 

APHORISTIC TEXTS. Between 1878 and 1882, Nietzsche 
wrote five works that, on the back cover of the final one, 
he noted as having a common goal: “to erect a new image 
and ideal of the free spirit.” Motivated in part by his dis¬ 
satisfaction with Wagner, he turned in these works 
against art, but more importantly, these works display a 
sympathy toward science as a legitimate source of truth 
and knowledge that has led some to refer to the works of 
this middle period as Nietzsche’s “positivistic” works. 
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These works also shared a common style, that of the 
aphorism, which Nietzsche adopts in part as a way to 
mark his antipathy to the German philosophical tradition 
(Kant, Hegel) and his sympathy to French moral psychol¬ 
ogists such as La Rochefoucauld, Montaigne, and Cham- 
fort, whose aphoristic works he was then reading with his 
new friend Paul Ree (1849-1901). 

In each of his aphoristic works, although themselves 
divided into chapters or parts, Nietzsche numbers his 
paragraphs sequentially from beginning to end. Some of 
these paragraphs are several pages long, and others are as 
short as a single sentence. The first of these works was 
Human, All Too Human (1878). Dedicated to Voltaire on 
the centenary of his death and subtitled “A Book for Free 
Spirits,” it surveys a full range of philosophical topics, 
including metaphysics, epistemology, morality, religion, 
science, art and literature, culture, society, the family, and 
the state. In addition to being a public announcement of 
his break with Wagner, this volume also marked a break 
with the style of his earlier writings, and the multiplicity 
of authorial voices that speak through the 638 aphorisms 
are the first published expression of Nietzsche’s perspec- 
tivist approach. Human, All Too Human was followed by 
two sequels, Mixed Opinions and Maxims (1879) and The 
Wanderer and His Shadow (1880), which each offer a col¬ 
lection of aphorisms on a variety of topics that have no 
apparent organizational structure, and were subsequently 
published together in 1886 as Volume Two of Human, All 
Too Human. 

Unlike his earlier aphoristic works, Daybreak: 
Thoughts on the Prejudices of Morality (1881) remains rel¬ 
atively focused on the single topic of morality and the 
various themes that moral theorists typically address: 
moral judgment, moral psychology, moral values, the 
emotions, the virtues, and so on. It is an important text 
because it offers an early version of his critique of moral¬ 
ity that anticipates many of the ideas that will receive 
extensive discussion in Nietzsche’s later works, especially 
as concerns the origins of morality in general and some of 
the Western philosophical and religious traditions’ privi¬ 
leged moral values in particular. In Human, All Too 
Human, one glimpses Nietzsche’s first explorations into a 
naturalistic approach to ethics; in Daybreak, one finds 
Nietzsche much more committed to the idea that our 
moral values have their genesis in our biological and psy¬ 
chological needs. 

The Gay Science (1882, 1887) is clearly the most sig¬ 
nificant work of this middle period, both in bringing to 
completion the series devoted to the free spirit and in 
being the text in which Nietzsche first formulates two of 


his most famous themes: the death of God (§125, “The 
Madman”) and the eternal recurrence (§341: “The Great¬ 
est Weight”). While sharing the aphoristic style with the 
other works of this period, The Gay Science stands out in 
terms of its consistency with the themes that will be 
expressed in his subsequent writings. It stands out as well 
in terms of the internal coherence between aphorisms: 
Where the organization among the various aphorisms in 
his preceding four books often seems unclear if not non¬ 
existent, there is often in The Gay Science a development 
from the topic of one aphorism to the next that rewards 
a careful attention to their sequence. 

A case in point is the last three sections of Part 
Four—the last three sections of the first edition—in 
which Nietzsche moves from “The Dying Socrates” 
(§340), where Socrates, on his deathbed, discloses his true 
belief that existence is a disease; to “The Greatest Weight” 
(§341), in which Nietzsche first introduces the eternal 
recurrence through the voice of a demon, echoing 
Socrates’s daimon, and suggests that contrary to 
Socrates’s judgment, life might be affirmed; to Incipit Tra- 
goedia (§342; “The Tragedy Begins”), which is identical to 
the first section of the Prologue of Nietzsche’s next book, 
Thus Spoke Zarathustra, thus introducing Zarathustra as 
a teacher with an alternative to the moral teachings of 
Socrates, Kant, and Christianity. In 1887, Nietzsche pub¬ 
lished a second edition of The Gay Science, now with a 
new preface, an appendix of “Songs of Prince Vogelfrei,” 
and a fifth book that offers some of Nietzsche’s most 
sophisticated reflections on questions of language, con¬ 
sciousness, science, morality, religion, and art. Although 
appended to this earlier work, the fifth book really 
belongs to Nietzsche’s “mature” period, in which he has 
fully committed to the perspectivist and constructivist 
accounts of knowledge. 

MATURE PERIOD: TRANS VALUATION OF ALL VAL¬ 
UES. The texts of Nietzsche’s mature period, written from 
1883 to 1888, include those for which Nietzsche as a 
philosopher is best known: Thus Spoke Zarathustra, 
Beyond Good and Evil, and On the Genealogy of Morals. In 
addition to these works, he also wrote five books in 1888: 
two books on Wagner— The Case of Wagner and Nietzsche 
contra Wagner—Twilight of the Idols, The Antichrist, and 
Ecce Homo, an autobiography and appraisal of his works, 
which was published posthumously in 1908. 

In Thus Spoke Zarathustra, Nietzsche offers the fic¬ 
tional narrative of Zarathustra, his image of the yes-say¬ 
ing spirit, who offers an alternative to the messages of the 
New Testament. Intentionally parodying the Gospels and, 
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to some extent, the life of Jesus, Zarathustra opens by tak¬ 
ing note of the death of God and subsequently offers his 
alternative teachings concerning the transvaluation of all 
values in which the values of this world, the body, self¬ 
overcoming, and creativity are all affirmed. Within the 
beautiful prose of this work, one can find all of Niet¬ 
zsche’s major themes discussed and, in particular, three of 
Nietzsche’s most well-known themes find their primary 
expressions among his published works here: the Uber- 
mensch or overhuman (man is something to be over¬ 
come), the eternal recurrence (standing at the gateway of 
the moment —the present—two paths confront human 
beings, one forward in time, one backward, each infinite. 
And then each person must ask him- or herself: Must not 
all things that can happen have already happened and will 
they not continue to happen? Is not everyone entangled 
in a complex causal network that cannot be changed and 
that recurs eternally, in the identical form?), and the will 
to power (the metaphysical principle that animates all 
life). 

While Thus Spoke Zarathustra was the work that first 
attracted attention to Nietzsche as a philosopher, and it 
had a profound influence on the existentialist interpreta¬ 
tion of Nietzsche’s philosophy, it is on the basis of his next 
two books, Beyond Good and Evil and On the Genealogy of 
Morals , that Nietzsche’s reputation as a major philoso¬ 
pher resides. In the nine chapters of Beyond Good and 
Evil, Nietzsche offers his clearest criticisms of many cen¬ 
tral themes in the history of philosophy (free will, the 
Cartesian ego, the representational model of knowledge, 
idealism, realism, reason vs. instinct, Kant’s transcenden¬ 
tal philosophy). He also offers some of his most striking 
criticisms of religion, of morality (§260 first introduces 
the distinction between master morality and slave moral¬ 
ity), of nationalism, and provides his clearest expression 
of a philosophy of power (§13: “A living thing seeks above 
all to discharge its strength.”). 

Beyond Good and Evil also offers Nietzsche’s most 
sustained defense of perspectivism and his most serious 
questioning of the value of truth. The text opens with a 
preface that places truth, aligned with Plato, Christianity 
(“Platonism for the people”), and dogmatism, in contrast 
to perspective, and from there moves in Part One—“On 
the Prejudices of Philosophers”—to question the value of 
truth as well as the value of many of the central ideas, pre¬ 
sumed to be true, of past philosophers, including Plato’s 
Forms, Kant’s thing-in-itself, Descartes’s ego, and 
Schopenhauer’s will. Throughout his analysis, Nietzsche 
suggests that the question that should be asked, when 
considering these philosophical articles of faith is not 


“Are they true?” but “Why is belief in their truth neces¬ 
sary?” 

On the Genealogy of Morals offers Nietzsche’s most 
sustained and powerful account of the origin and value of 
morality. The work itself unfolds in three carefully con¬ 
structed essays. In the first, Nietzsche distinguishes 
between two moral frameworks: the noble morality that 
is based on distinguishing “good and bad,” and the slave 
morality that makes judgments of “good and evil.” The 
central idea of this first essay, Nietzsche writes, is his dis¬ 
covery of the birth of Christianity out of the slave’s spirit 
of ressentiment. The second essay traces the moral con¬ 
cept guilt ( Schuld ) back to its origins in the economic 
relation of creditor and debtor, and offers an interpreta¬ 
tion of the psychology of conscience, not as the voice of 
God in man, but as the instinct of cruelty that turns back 
on itself after it can no longer discharge itself externally. 

In the third essay, Nietzsche inquires into the mean¬ 
ing of the ascetic ideal and, following an examination of 
the appearances of the ascetic ideal in philosophy, reli¬ 
gion, art, morality, and science, discovers that the ascetic 
ideal is the harmful ideal par excellence. But the third 
essay also argues that the ascetic ideal has performed an 
essential, preservative function in that even though what 
the ascetic ideal has willed, throughout its long history, 
has in fact been imaginary (i.e., it has willed “nothing”), 
through its willing of nothingness, the will itself—that is, 
the ability to will—was saved. Nietzsche’s genealogy of 
the ascetic will reveals that this will to nothingness, in the 
form of willing God or willing truth, while an aversion 
and hostility to life, was still a will that has preserved itself 
and has driven the deployment of reactive forces that is 
the history of the ascetic ideal. He offers, however, only 
tantalizing suggestions of a counter-will, a will to power 
that would no longer be a will to truth but would allow 
for the deployment of active forces that would make pos¬ 
sible the overcoming of nihilism that has resulted from 
two thousand years of ascetic willing. 

In 1888, the last year of his productive life, Nietzsche 
composed five short books. The first, The Case of Wagner, 
is Nietzsche’s most sustained criticism of Wagner, and 
offers as well several insightful comments on art. Niet¬ 
zsche describes Twilight of the Idols in letters on Septem¬ 
ber 12 and 14, 1888, to his friends Peter Gast, Paul 
Deussen (1845-1919), and Franz Overbeck (1837-1905) 
as a “summary of my essential philosophical heterodox¬ 
ies” ( Nietzsche Briefwechsel), and this short text does 
indeed offer something of a survey of his basic themes 
while displaying his stylistic mastery, evidenced well in 
the title’s play on Wagner’s 1876 opera Gottendcimmerung 
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(Nietzsche’s Gotzen-Ddmmerung spoofing Wagner’s 
“Twilight of the Gods”). Among the most interesting sec¬ 
tions are his discussions of Socrates (“The Problem of 
Socrates”) Kantian rationalism (“’Reason’ in Philoso¬ 
phy”), philosophy (“Four Great Errors”), the influence of 
religion on morality (“Morality as anti-Nature”), and his 
highly condensed, six sentence history of Western philos¬ 
ophy and religion (“How the ‘Real World’ at last Became 
a Myth: History of an Error”), in which he moves from 
Plato to Christianity to Kant to positivism to the death of 
God and Nietzsche’s own contributions of the free spirit 
and Zarathustra. 

The Antichrist, which when published Nietzsche con¬ 
ceived, as he noted in the preface to Twilight, as the first 
volume of a longer work to be titled Transvaluation of All 
Values, is Nietzsche’s most aggressive critique of Pauline 
Christianity. Ecce Homo, while completed in 1888, was 
withheld from publication by his sister Elizabeth until 
1908. In it, Nietzsche offers a hyperbolic autobiographical 
and literary self-appraisal that only recently, with the 
increased attention to Nietzsche’s writing style, has 
attracted the serious philosophical attention it deserves. 
Nietzsche’s final published work, Nietzsche Contra Wag¬ 
ner, was dated Christmas 1888, less than two weeks before 
his collapse. Nietzsche’s shortest work, he here reproduces 
with some minor emendations a selection of his earlier 
criticisms concerning Richard Wagner, thus making clear 
that the prosecution of Wagner in The Case of Wagner was 
not a late motif that Nietzsche arrived at only following 
Wagner’s death. 

No discussion of Nietzsche’s work can fail to take 
account of his unpublished Nachlass of 1883 to 1888, in 
part because his sister published The Will to Power —a rel¬ 
atively small (slightly more than ten percent) and highly 
edited selection of these notes, first as approximately 400 
sections in 1901, and in a second, expanded edition of 
1067 sections in 1906—as if it had been a text written by 
Nietzsche himself. There is no doubt that for several years 
Nietzsche considered publishing a major work with this 
title, but there is equally no doubt that he definitively 
abandoned this project well before his collapse. As a con¬ 
sequence, claims made by Elisabeth and others as to this 
work being Nietzsche’s magnum opus clearly cannot be 
sustained. 

Heidegger’s claim that The Will to Power, by which 
Heidegger meant the entire 1883 to 1888 Nachlass and 
not just Elisabeth’s edition, contained the essence of Niet¬ 
zsche’s philosophizing is a more difficult claim to refute, 
especially as it relates as much to Heidegger’s own desire 
to situate Nietzsche as the culminating figure in the his¬ 


tory of metaphysics. What is clear is that many of Niet¬ 
zsche’s comments on his so-called major themes—most 
importantly, the eternal recurrence, will to power, and the 
Ubermensch —are found primarily in these unpublished 
notes and, were one to discount the unpublished notes as 
well as Nietzsche’s fictionalized account in Thus Spoke 
Zarathustra, it would be difficult to justify any of these 
three themes as being a significant part of Nietzsche’s 
published prose works. That said, there is much of inter¬ 
est in these published notes for the philosopher as well as 
the Nietzsche scholar. While some passages are rough, or 
simply notes to himself for future work, or ideas and 
thought-experiments that he played with and chose, quite 
consciously, not to publish, others may well be ideas that 
he was still actively working on when his productive life 
ended. 

Of particular note in this regard are his comments on 
scientists and scientific texts, especially biological texts, 
that he was reading in the mid- to late-1880s. Nietzsche 
was during this period reading as much if not more in 
scientific texts than philosophical texts, and while his 
biologistic account of life makes its way into some pas¬ 
sages in Beyond Good and Evil and elsewhere, the best evi¬ 
dence of his thinking on these issues remains to be read 
in the unpublished notes of the Nachlass. 

INFLUENCE 

Walter Kaufmann opened and closed his article on Niet¬ 
zsche in the first edition of the Encyclopedia of Philosophy 
with allusions to Nietzsche’s influence upon modern phi¬ 
losophy and literature. Yet Kaufmann could scarcely have 
imagined the explosion of interest in Nietzsche’s works, 
particularly in philosophical circles, that began in the 
mid-sixties and still continues. Kaufmann’s bibliography, 
a perspectival review to be sure, lists only two secondary 
works on Nietzsche written in English—his own Niet¬ 
zsche: Philosopher, Psychologist, Antichrist (1950) and 
George A. Morgan’s What Nietzsche Means (1941). But 
since 1967, almost two thousand volumes focused prima¬ 
rily on Nietzsche—more than half of them in English— 
have appeared in English, French, and German, and per¬ 
haps ten times that number of essays, articles, or book 
chapters have been published. 

Charting the expanding horizons of Nietzsche’s 
influence quickly becomes a sociological study of the 
dominant motifs of late twentieth-century culture, and 
surveying the influence within the narrower field of 
philosophical inquiry is equally complex. There may in 
fact be no philosopher whose works admit less happily to 
a canonical or consensus interpretation, a claim sup- 
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ported by the staggering diversity of interpretations of 
Nietzsche’s philosophy that have appeared since 1967. 
Nevertheless, some general observations can be made 
concerning the range of these new interpretations. 

One can locate at least three primary factors in the 
increased philosophical attention to Nietzsche over the 
past forty years. First is the tremendous influence of Mar¬ 
tin Heidegger’s reading of Nietzsche. Published in Ger¬ 
many in 1960, translated into French in 1962 and into 
English between 1979 and 1987, Heidegger’s overarching 
interpretation of Nietzsche as the culminating figure in 
the history of metaphysics inspired an enormous range of 
exegetical and critical response while leading several gen¬ 
erations of philosophers and philosophy students back to 
read or re-read Nietzsche’s texts. 

A second reason for the increased attention by 
philosophers to Nietzsche can be located in the discovery 
of a “new Nietzsche” that emerged in conjunction with 
the rise of recent French philosophy. While most widely 
associated with Jacques Derrida and the deconstruction¬ 
ist attention to questions of textuality and the styles of 
philosophical discourse, Nietzsche’s inclusion, along with 
Marx and Freud, as one of the three “masters of suspi¬ 
cion,” and his importance in the philosophical works of 
Michel Foucault and Gilles Deleuze, have shown him to 
be an intellectual influence on much of what is called 
poststructuralist thought. And, as in the case of Heideg¬ 
ger, the popularity of poststructuralist French thought 
brought with it a renewed interest—among literary crit¬ 
ics and theorists, historians, political theorists, and 
philosophers—in Nietzsche’s thinking. 

The third reason for the increased attention to Niet¬ 
zsche concerns the transformation of philosophy within 
the anglo-American tradition. In the 1960s, Kaufmann’s 
text, along with Arthur Danto’s Nietzsche as Philosopher 
(1965), had first to justify Nietzsche as a philosopher 
whose ideas warranted serious philosophical considera¬ 
tion. As the scope of English-language philosophy has 
broadened, a distinctly anglo-American tradition of Niet¬ 
zsche interpretation has appeared which is informed by 
the questions of ethics, metaphysics, and epistemology 
that occupy analytically trained philosophers. 

This entry concludes with a brief survey of some of 
the main issues that have emerged in recent Nietzsche 
scholarship. To be sure, there is still much work offering 
interpretations of the classical Nietzschean themes: will to 
power, eternal recurrence, Ubermensch, nihilism, per- 
spectivism, and so on. But other issues have appeared as 
well. For example, an attention to questions of texts and 
textuality has played a role in much of the recent litera¬ 


ture. It has become increasingly common to distinguish 
between Nietzsche’s published texts and his unpublished 
notes, especially as concerns themes whose primary 
expression is to be found in the “book” constructed by his 
literary executors after his death and titled The Will to 
Power. One also finds an increasing tendency to read 
Nietzsche’s texts as texts, following their internal develop¬ 
ment as opposed to simply viewing these texts as collec¬ 
tions of remarks from which one can pick and choose the 
comments relevant to one’s own argument. A third theme 
emerging from the recent interest in textuality is an atten¬ 
tion to the various styles of Nietzsche’s philosophical 
prose, in other words, an attention to his use of metaphor, 
to the literary character of much of his writing (in partic¬ 
ular, Thus Spoke Zarathustra ), to the different genre of 
writing (aphorism, essay, polemic, poem, etc.), and to 
other issues characterized collectively as the “question of 
style.” 

A second range of topics within the recent Nietzsche 
literature addresses some of the classic questions of phi¬ 
losophy: Does Nietzsche have a “theory of truth”? Does 
he have a “theory of knowledge”? An “ontology”? Is Niet¬ 
zsche a metaphysician in the way that Heidegger defines 
metaphysics? Is Nietzsche an ethical naturalist? Within 
these questions, a topic that continues to draw attention 
is the issue of self-reference; in other words, when Niet¬ 
zsche makes claims (about truth, reality, being, subjectiv¬ 
ity, etc.), do these claims refer or apply to or hold true for 
his own philosophical conclusions? The most obvious 
case where the question of self-reference arises concerns 
the question of truth and interpretation: if Nietzsche 
claims that “there is no Truth,” or that “everything is an 
interpretation,” are these claims put forward as “true”? If 
they are, then they appear to contradict themselves; but if 
they are not true, then why should we be interested in 
them? The issue has been extended beyond the confines 
of epistemology, however, and one finds discussions of 
the eternal recurrence or the Ubermensch or the ascetic 
ideal in terms of the question of self-reference. 

A third and final set of issues that warrants noting is 
the extension of Nietzschean themes into new areas not 
discussed, or only hinted at, in the earlier Nietzsche 
scholarship. Among the most important topics producing 
much recent scholarship are Nietzsche’s influence on 
postmodernism, his position on “woman” and his rele¬ 
vance for feminism, and his political philosophy and 
impact on twentieth-century political and social move¬ 
ments. 

“Some are born posthumously,” Nietzsche wrote in 
1888. “One day my name will be associated with the 
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memory of something tremendous,” he claimed in Ecce 
Homo , at the beginning of a chapter titled “Why I am a 
Destiny?” One hundred years later, these remarks appear 
prophetic, and at the beginning of the twenty-first cen¬ 
tury, it would be difficult to find a philosopher whose 
influence on matters philosophical and cultural exceeds 
that of Nietzsche. 

See also Anaxagoras of Clazomenae; Anaximander; Aris¬ 
totle; Burckhardt, Jakob; Danto, Arthur; Deleuze, 
Gilles; Derrida, Jacques; Descartes, Rene; Diogenes 
Laertius; Existentialism; Foucault, Michel; Freud, Sig¬ 
mund; Hartmann, Eduard von; Heidegger, Martin; 
Heraclitus of Ephesus; Homer; Jaspers, Karl; Kant, 
Immanuel; La Rochefoucauld, Due Francois de; Leu¬ 
cippus and Democritus; Marx, Karl; Montaigne, 
Michel Eyquem de; Parmenides of Elea; Plato; Pre- 
Socratic Philosophy; Schopenhauer, Arthur; Voltaire, 
Francois-Marie Arouet de. 
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NIHILISM 

The term nihilism appears to have been coined in Russia 
sometime in the second quarter of the nineteenth cen¬ 
tury. It was not, however, widely used until after the 
appearance of Ivan Turgenev’s highly successful novel 
Fathers and Sons in the early 1860s. The central character, 
Bazarov, a young man under the influence of the “most 
advanced ideas” of his time, bore proudly what most 
other people of the same period called the bitter name of 
nihilist. Unlike such real-life counterparts as Dmitri Pis¬ 
arev, Nikolai Dobrolyubov, and Nikolai Chernyshevskii, 
who also bore the label, Bazarov’s interests were largely 
apolitical; however, he shared with these historical per¬ 
sonalities disdain for tradition and authority, great faith 
in reason, commitment to a materialist philosophy like 
that of Ludwig Buchner, and an ardent desire to see radi¬ 
cal changes in contemporary society. 

An extreme statement by Pisarev of the nihilist posi¬ 
tion as it developed in the late 1850s and 1860s in Russia 
is frequently quoted: “Here is the ultimatum of our camp: 
what can be smashed should be smashed; what will stand 
the blow is good; what will fly into smithereens is rub¬ 
bish; at any rate, hit out right and left—there will and can 
be no harm from it” (quoted in Avrahm Yarmolinsky, 
Road to Revolution, p. 120). Bazarov echoes this idea, 
though a bit feebly, when he accepts a description of 
nihilism as a matter of “just cursing.” 

Use of the term spread rapidly throughout Europe 
and the Americas. As it did, the term lost most of its anar¬ 
chistic and revolutionary flavor, ceasing to evoke the 
image of a political program or even an intellectual 
movement. It did not, however, gain in precision or clar¬ 
ity. On the one hand, the term is widely used to denote 
the doctrine that moral norms or standards cannot be 
justified by rational argument. On the other hand, it is 
widely used to denote a mood of despair over the empti¬ 
ness or triviality of human existence. This double mean¬ 
ing appears to derive from the fact that the term was often 
employed in the nineteenth century by the religiously ori¬ 
ented as a club against atheists, atheists being regarded as 
ipso facto nihilists in both senses. The atheist, it was held, 
would not feel bound by moral norms; consequently, he 
would tend to be callous or selfish, even criminal. At the 
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same time he would lose the sense that life has meaning 
and therefore tend toward despair and suicide. 

ATHEISM 

There are many literary prototypes of the atheist-nihilist. 
The most famous are Ivan in Fedor Dostoevsky’s Brothers 
Karamazov and Kirilov in Dostoevsky’s The Possessed. It 
was into Ivan’s mouth that Dostoevsky put the words, “If 
God does not exist, everything is permitted.” And Dosto¬ 
evsky made it clear that it was Ivan’s atheism that led him 
to acquiesce to his father’s murder. Kirilov was made to 
argue that if God does not exist, the most meaningful 
reality in life is individual freedom and that the supreme 
expression of individual freedom is suicide. 

Friedrich Nietzsche was the first great philosopher— 
and still the only one—to make extensive use of the term 
nihilism. He was also one of the first atheists to dispute 
the existence of a necessary link between atheism and 
nihilism. He recognized, however, that as a matter of his¬ 
torical fact, atheism was ushering in an age of nihilism. 
“One interpretation of existence has been overthrown,” 
Nietzsche said, “but since it was held to be the interpreta¬ 
tion, it seems as though there were no meaning in exis¬ 
tence at all, as though everything were in vain” ( Complete 
Works, Edinburgh and London, 1901-1911, Vol. XIV, p. 
480). Albert Camus later dealt with this historical fact at 
some length in The Rebel (1951). 

The tendency to associate nihilism with atheism con¬ 
tinues to the present. It is to be found, for instance, in a 
work by Helmut Thielicke titled Nihilism, which first 
appeared in 1950. During the course of the twentieth cen¬ 
tury, however, the image of the nihilist changed, with a 
corresponding change in the analysis of nihilism’s causes 
and consequences. Professor Hermann Wein of the Uni¬ 
versity of Gottingen wrote, for instance, that the mem¬ 
bers of the younger generation of his time tended to think 
of the nihilist not as a cynical or despairing atheist but as 
a robotlike conformist. For them nihilism is caused not so 
much by atheism as by industrialization and social pres¬ 
sures, and its typical consequences are not selfishness or 
suicide but indifference, ironical detachment, or sheer 
bafflement. The literary prototypes are not the romantic 
heroes of Dostoevsky but the more prosaic and imper¬ 
sonal heroes of Robert Musil’s Man without Qualities 
(first volumes published 1931-1933) or Franz Kafka’s The 
Trial (1925). 

MORAL SKEPTICISM 

If by nihilism one means a disbelief in the possibility of 
justifying moral judgments in some rational way and if 


philosophers reflect the intellectual climate of the times 
in which they live, then our age is truly nihilistic. At no 
period in Western history, with the possible exception of 
the Hellenistic age, have so many philosophers regarded 
moral statements as somehow arbitrary. For many Conti¬ 
nental philosophers, especially the atheistic existentialists, 
moral values are products of free choice—that is, of 
uncaused, unmotivated, and nonrational decisions. The 
most notable statement of this view is in Being and Noth¬ 
ingness (1943) by Jean-Paul Sartre. In England and Amer¬ 
ica, most philosophers tend to the view known as 
emotivism, according to which moral statements are ulti¬ 
mately and essentially products of pure social condition¬ 
ing or brute feeling. The most noted, though not the most 
extreme, representatives of this position are A. J. Ayer and 
Charles Stevenson. 

It is impossible to state here with reasonable detail 
and accuracy the positions so summarily described in the 
last paragraph, much less to discuss their logical merits. 
For an understanding of nihilism, however, it is impor¬ 
tant to note how these positions relate to the ideas of 
those to whom nihilism of this kind is anathema. As 
already indicated, the most vociferous antinihilists were 
originally theologians, like Dostoevsky, who feared that 
disbelief in God would lead to selfishness and crime. If, 
they argued, there is no divine lawgiver, each man will 
tend to become a law unto himself. If God does not exist 
to choose for the individual, the individual will assume 
the former prerogative of God and choose for himself. 
For these antinihilists the principal enemy would have 
been Sartre. The later antinihilists, however, tend to save 
their fire for the emotivists, whom they accuse of sanc¬ 
tioning moral indifference and mindless conformity. If all 
moral codes are essentially matters of feeling and social 
pressure, then no one would be better or worse than 
another. The wise man, like the Sophists of Plato’s day, 
would simply adjust as best he could to the code of the 
society in which he happened to be living. John Dewey’s 
fervid insistence upon critical individual intelligence as 
the prime agent of social and moral reconstruction places 
him squarely in the second group of antinihilists. 

Whether belief in atheistic existentialism or emo¬ 
tivism does in fact have the kinds of consequences sug¬ 
gested above is not at issue here. The point is simply that 
antinihilists of the older variety do not regard conven¬ 
tional morality, especially in its other-regarding aspects, 
as adequately justified unless it has a cosmic or divine 
sanction, whereas more contemporary antinihilists do 
not regard any moral code as adequately justified unless 
there is some standard or touchstone more universal than 
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pure feeling or social pressure to which it may be shown 
to conform. The pertinent question here is whether the 
antinihilists have a good case for these views. 

It would appear that the demand for justification of 
conventional moral rules by appeal to a divine or cosmic 
power cannot be logically admitted without abandoning 
widespread and deeply felt notions about the nature of 
moral justification. If the higher power that presumably 
legitimizes our moral code is by definition good and just, 
an appeal to that power would involve us in a vicious cir¬ 
cle. How would we know that that power was good and 
just unless there were some purely human ideas about the 
good and the just to which we felt entitled independently 
of that power’s sanction? If, on the other hand, the pre¬ 
sumed higher power is not by definition good or just, if, 
for instance, it were defined merely as a creator and sus- 
tainer of life, by what right could we appeal to it to legit¬ 
imize our moral views? Might or power, even the power 
to create and sustain life, is not to be confused with right 
or legitimacy. 

The demand that moral codes be justified by more 
universal standards than pure feeling or social dictate is, 
on the contrary, much more consonant with widespread, 
intuitive notions about the nature of moral justification. 
If social pressure is taken as the touchstone of morality, 
we once again court a confusion between might and 
right; if feeling is taken as the touchstone, we must appar¬ 
ently abandon not only the notion of a universal moral¬ 
ity, feelings being notoriously fluctuating and individual, 
but also the notion that one of the functions of morality 
is to refine, direct, and control individual feelings. It may, 
of course, be the case that there is no universal morality 
and that whatever power morality possesses must derive 
from individual feeling and social conditioning alone. It 
would be surprising, however, if even the emotivists did 
not experience a certain chagrin that the truth in ethical 
theory should be so contrary to human hopes. 

MEANINGLESS OF LIFE 

Passing to the second meaning of the term nihilism, we 
find that the pertinent questions are less logical or tech¬ 
nically philosophical than psychological or sociological. 
There are two questions here, corresponding to the two 
forms of antinihilism. Is it true that a loss of faith in God 
or cosmic purposes produces a sense of despair over the 
emptiness and triviality of life, consequently stimulating 
selfishness and callousness? Is it true that industrializa¬ 
tion and conformist social pressures have trivialized life 
in a similar way, causing us to adopt an attitude of ironic 
detachment? A negative answer to these questions would 


appear to fly in the face of most contemporary social crit¬ 
icism and analysis as well as the testimony of most con¬ 
temporary literature. 

It is doubtful, however, whether a simple yes would 
be a proper response to the first question. When it is 
assumed that humankind needs a sense of divine or cos¬ 
mic purpose in order to lead a rich and morally whole¬ 
some life, one is generalizing far beyond the evidence. 
The most that the evidence can be made to support is that 
relatively large numbers of people in certain societies at 
certain times have felt this need. No one who has read, for 
instance, Lev Tolstoy’s account of his religious crisis in 
middle age could doubt the depth of his despair or the 
reality of his need for a vital relationship to an eternal 
being. One can reasonably doubt, however, whether that 
need and despair spring from universal and firmly rooted 
human aspirations. Some psychologists regard Tolstoy’s 
conversion crisis as a symptom of involutional melan¬ 
cholia, and there are many who believe it to be a conse¬ 
quence of Tolstoy’s social position as a member of 
Russia’s decaying aristocracy. 

Bertrand Russell went through a similar crisis earlier 
in life. He not only survived that crisis without reverting 
to faith in God or cosmic purpose; he also survived it, as 
his essay “A Free Man’s Worship” (1902) attests, by delib¬ 
erately espousing a world outlook that emphasizes the 
finitude and cosmic isolation of humankind. And no one 
who is familiar with the facts of his life would dare to sug¬ 
gest that the later Russell was less morally earnest than the 
young believer or less wholeheartedly and happily 
engaged in the process of living. 

Those who attribute the nihilistic malaise of our 
time to industrialization and conformity are less vulner¬ 
able to the charge of overgeneralization. This is not 
because they limit their analysis to a given historical 
epoch, for they, too, are making an implicit generalization 
about universal human needs. Their point is that all peo¬ 
ple need, if they are to be whole and healthy, the sense 
that they can by a unique and personal effort contribute 
to the social process and that society will appreciate and 
reward this individual effort. This generalization is less 
vulnerable than the first simply because there is more evi¬ 
dence for it. Novels and biographies, ethnographic 
reports and individual clinical histories, not to mention 
commonsense attitudes of most men in all societies at all 
historical periods, tend to support it. And the issue raised 
by nihilism in this sense of the term is one of the great 
unresolved political and social problems of the twentieth 
and twenty-first centuries. Whether philosophers in their 
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professional capacity are competent to contribute to its 

solution is a question we shall not attempt to answer here. 

See also Atheism; Ayer, Alfred Jules; Camus, Albert; 
Chernyshevskii, Nikolai Gavrilovich; Dewey, John; 
Dostoevsky, Fyodor Mikhailovich; Kafka, Franz; Life, 
Meaning and Value of; Moral Skepticism; Nietzsche, 
Friedrich; Pessimism and Optimism; Pisarev, Dmitri 
Ivanovich; Russell, Bertrand Arthur William; Russian 
Philosophy; Sartre, Jean-Paul; Stevenson, Charles L. 
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NIRVANA 

Nirvana is the ultimate goal of Buddhist practice, 
although there has been disagreement among Buddhists 
concerning its nature and the means of attaining it. The 
word derives from a Sanskrit verbal root meaning “to 
blow” and a prefix meaning “out.” The underlying mean¬ 
ing of the word is traditionally explained as expressing 
one of two metaphors. The first is that the term means 


the act of blowing out or extinguishing, as of a flame. The 
second is that it means the act of being cooled down, as 
by a breeze. The two metaphors have in common the 
notion of fire or heat as a source of pain that is alleviated 
by a breeze. So the principal characteristic of nirvana is 
relief from pain and the prevention of future pain 
through the eradication of its root causes. It is, in other 
words, the permanent release from the conditions that 
make pain possible, both physical pain and forms of psy¬ 
chological suffering such as sadness, grief, despondency, 
melancholy, frustration, and anxiety. Traditionally nir¬ 
vana is said to occur in two stages: the extinction of the 
causes of rebirth and the end of rebirth itself. For ease of 
exposition, the latter will be discussed first. 

NIRVANA AS THE END OF REBIRTH 

The Buddhist doctrine of nirvana arose in the context of 
a view of the world that was common throughout India 
at the time when Buddhism was founded, in the sixth 
century BCE. According to that view, the world is both 
beginningless and endless and constantly changing. 
Among the many kinds of change in this world are the 
various stages undergone by a living being, or, more 
properly, an individual continuum of conscious. Such a 
being is born, matures, decays and eventually dies. When 
a living being dies, it does not cease to exist; rather it is 
transformed into another living being that also under¬ 
goes birth, maturity, decay and death. The cycle of 
rebirths that any given being undergoes is beginningless. 
The doctrine of Buddhism, and of many other systems of 
thought in ancient India, asserts that the cycle can, how¬ 
ever, come to an end, provided that the conditions that 
keep the cycle going are eliminated. The name that is 
given to the end of the cycle of rebirths for any given con¬ 
tinuum of consciousness is final nirvana. It is described 
in Buddhist texts as the cessation of the process of being 
reborn into any kind of existence in any realm in the cos¬ 
mos. Since all kinds of existence are at least potentially 
painful, the only way of eliminating the very possibility of 
experiencing physical or psychological pain is to stop 
existing altogether. 

NIRVANA AS THE EXTINCTION OF 
THE CAUSES OF REBIRTH 

According to Buddhist doctrine, the ultimate cause of 
rebirth is simply the desire to continue existing. When a 
deity or human being or animal dies wishing that life 
could continue, life does continue. The consciousness of 
the dying person then finds itself associated with a differ¬ 
ent body, which may or may not belong to the same bio- 
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logical species as the body that has just died. The type of 
body with which the continuing consciousness finds itself 
associated is determined by the overall mentality of the 
consciousness continuum at the time of the death of the 
previous body. What all rebirth has in common is the 
desire to continue existing, and this is the consequence of 
delusion, a fundamental misunderstanding about the real 
nature of existence. The real nature of existence is that 
every existing thing is characterized by impermanence. 
Because of this impermanence, nothing that anyone 
experiences endures, and therefore nothing, however 
pleasant it may be, can be a source of enduring satisfac¬ 
tion. Because every satisfactory experience comes to an 
end, it is ultimately disappointing and unsatisfactory. 

These two characteristics of existence, imperma¬ 
nence and disappointment, give rise to a third feature of 
existence, namely, that no existing thing is part of an 
abiding self, and nothing can ever be owned. The delu¬ 
sions that fuel the desire to continue existing, therefore, 
are the erroneous beliefs that anything can be permanent, 
satisfactory, and either part of oneself or a potential piece 
of property that one can own. Nirvana, then, is the elim¬ 
ination of those delusions by understanding existence as 
it really is. This correct understanding is called awakening 
or enlightenment. All of Buddhist doctrine and practice, 
then, can be seen as a process of working toward the state 
of enlightenment that makes final nirvana possible. 
Enlightenment is therefore described as a name that is 
given to the absence of specific delusions, in the same way 
that final nirvana is a name given to the absence of fur¬ 
ther rebirth. 

STAGES LEADING TO NIRVANA 

According to most schools of Buddhism, the path to 
enlightenment is incremental. One does not rid oneself of 
all delusion at once, because delusion itself is part of a 
complex mentality that consists of various vices that are 
caused by and that in turn reinforce the habit of having a 
naive and superficial perspective on one’s experience. 
Although the specific manifestations of superficiality and 
its attendant vices differ for every individual, there is said 
to be a general pattern of how progress to enlightenment 
is made. 

To understand the stages along the way to nirvana, it 
is helpful to know that Buddhist tradition enumerates ten 
mental habits that obstruct peace of mind. They are 

(1) the opinion that complex objects are real, 

(2) suspicion or intense doubt, 


(3) abiding by rules and vows for the sole purpose of 
gaining merit for oneself, 

(4) desire for sensual pleasure, 

(5) malevolence, 

(6) passion for material things and for material 
forms of existence, 

(7) passion for spiritual or nonmaterial things, such 
as meditative states, and for nonmaterial forms of 
existence, 

(8) conceit, which is explained as the habit of con¬ 
stantly comparing and measuring oneself against 
others, 

(9) agitation or excitement, 

(10) misconception or ignorance, which includes any 
kind of failure to see things as they really are. 

The first stage on the path to nirvana is reached when the 
first three of these obstacles have been eliminated, and it 
is claimed that all three of these first three are eliminated 
at the same time, since the second and third are effects of 
the first. This first stage is also said to be reached more 
easily when one keeps good company, that is, the com¬ 
pany of others who have reached at least the first stage. 
For this reason, much of Buddhist practice centers on 
maintaining a community of men and women who are 
helping one another strive for nirvana. Although much of 
that struggle requires personal effort and a thorough 
knowledge of one’s own mentality, the individual’s efforts 
are said to be nearly impossible without the support of a 
community of like-minded people. 

The second and third stages of the path to nirvana 
are reached when one reduces and then eliminates the 
fourth and fifth obstacles. The final goal, nirvana itself, is 
reached when one has eliminated all ten obstacles, and 
especially the passions for both material and spiritual 
states of being. A person who has attained nirvana is 
called an arhant (feminine arhati), which literally means 
“a person worthy of admiration.” The arhant is someone 
who has all the characteristics of a buddha and differs 
from a buddha only in having required instruction to 
achieve nirvana, whereas a buddha achieves nirvana 
without ever having been taught how to attain it. All peo¬ 
ple who have reached any of these four stages that culmi¬ 
nates in arhanthood are collectively known as nobles 
( arya ), and the path to nirvana is known as the noble path 
or the path of the nobles. 
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KNOWLEDGE OF NIRVANA 

According to a formula often repeated in canonical 
sources, when a person attains nirvana, then he or she 
knows “what needed to be done has been done, and I shall 
never again be reborn in any realm in any form.” This 
raises the difficult question of how one can know an 
absence and especially a future absence. Obviously, one 
cannot directly experience an absence, nor can one 
directly experience anything that takes place, or fails to 
take place, in the future. The knowledge of the absence of 
one’s future rebirths, then, must be an inference of some 
kind. Even the knowledge that in the present life there will 
never again arise the ten obstacles enumerated above 
must be an inference of some kind. Just how such an 
inference might work and what kind of inference is 
involved occupied the attention of Buddhist scholastics 
from the time of Dharmaklrti on. 

THE SPECIAL ONTOLOGICAL STATUS 
OF NIRVANA 

According to Buddhist teachings, all conditioned things 
are impermanent, because the conditions upon which 
something depends can disappear, and when they disap¬ 
pear, so does anything that depends on them, nirvana, 
however, is said to be a permanent achievement. If it is 
permanent, then it cannot be conditioned. From these 
considerations one of two possibilities follow. Either all 
things are conditioned, in which case nirvana cannot be a 
thing at all, or nirvana is an exception to the otherwise 
universal rule that all things are conditioned. Both of 
these possibilities have had their advocates among Bud¬ 
dhist scholastics. Those who regarded nirvana as an 
unconditioned thing came to characterize nirvana as a 
permanent entity that is constantly lucid and blissful, or 
as a state of being aware of a permanently lucid and bliss¬ 
ful and essentially transcendent reality. 

LATER DOCTRINAL DEVELOPMENTS: 
NONABIDING NIRVANAAND HAPPY 
REALMS 

Several centuries after the founding of the Buddhist com¬ 
munity, a movement arose that placed an emphasis on a 
kind of virtuoso known as a bodhisattva. The term itself 
originally referred to a person who was dedicated to 
becoming a buddha and thus referred to the Buddha 
Gautama (the founder of Buddhism) in his previous 
lives. In an extension of that original meaning, the term 
bodhisattva came to be applied to anyone who had come 
to realize that suffering is present in all realms of the uni¬ 
verse, that the vast majority of sentient beings lack the 


capacity to achieve nirvana on their own strengths, and 
that they therefore require the help of someone dedicated 
to helping others attain nirvana. A bodhisattva is a person 
who not only realizes all that but also vows not to attain 
final nirvana until all other sentient beings have also 
attained it. Texts dealing with the bodhisattva ideal say 
that a bodhisattva may either postpone his or her own 
attainment of nirvana until others have attained it or, 
preferably, may attain nirvana and then renounce it in 
order to remain among sentient beings in need of help. 
Attaining nirvana and then renouncing it is said to be 
preferable because the bodhisattva who does this already 
knows the way and can therefore better show others. This 
nirvana that the bodhisattva attains and then renounces 
is called nonabiding nirvana. 

Another doctrine that began with the realization that 
most beings are incapable of attaining nirvana through 
their own discipline alone was the myth that some bud- 
dhas have attained final nirvana only after establishing 
special realms in which there are no environmental obsta¬ 
cles to tranquility. In such a realm, known as a happy land 
(.sukhavati bhumi) or, following Chinese translations of 
the Sanskrit term, a pure land, all who abide there are sur¬ 
rounded by inspirational teachings. Even the babbling of 
brooks and the chirping of birds are discourses on virtue. 
In the absence of a painful external environment and in 
the presence of incessant sermons, the residents of the 
happy lands quickly attain final nirvana. Two mythologi¬ 
cal buddhas who are said to have established happy lands 
are Amitabha and Akshobhya, the former of whom 
became the focus of an extensive cult in China and East 
Asia. 

See also Buddhism; Mysticism, History of; Reincarnation. 
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NISHI AMANE 

(1829-1897) 

Nishi Amane, the pioneer in bringing Western philoso¬ 
phy to Japan, was born in Tsuwano, Shimane prefecture. 
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After the usual Confucian training he went to Edo 
(Tokyo) for further studies and was attached to Bansho 
Torishirabe-sho (Center for the Investigation of Western 
Books). In 1862 he was sent with other promising Japan¬ 
ese to Holland to study Western law and military science. 
In Holland his interest in philosophy was reawakened, 
and with his friend Tsuda Masamichi he became 
acquainted with the positivism of Auguste Comte, the 
utilitarianism of J. S. Mill, and Immanuel Kant’s On Eter¬ 
nal Peace. He returned to Japan in 1865 and was 
appointed to the Kaisei School in Edo, where the govern¬ 
ment of the shogun requested him to translate books on 
law. After the Meiji restoration, Nishi was put in charge of 
educational matters for the Ministry of Military Affairs. 
At this time he also wrote most of his philosophical 
books. He became a member of the Meirokusha, the 
group of leading intellectuals of the time, who advocated 
Western culture and mores. Nishi was several times pres¬ 
ident of the Tokyo Academy. He was made a baron and 
was appointed to the upper chamber of the legislature, 
the House of Peers, in 1890. 

Nishi’s importance as the “father” of Western philos¬ 
ophy in Japan lies in the new terminology he created— 
from his Japanese term for philosophy, tetsugaku, to his 
various translations—and in the original works that 
established a new tradition of speculative thinking. His 
positivist bent is revealed in Reikon ichigenron (Monism 
of the soul), one of his earlier works. More famous are his 
panoramic treatments of Western learning and philoso¬ 
phy in Hyakugaku renkon (Encyclopedia; written in 
1874), a kind of philosophical or cultural dictionary, and 
Haykuichi shinron (A new theory on the many doctrines; 
written in 1874). In these Nishi prefers Mill’s inductive 
method to Comte’s positivism. In 1874 Nishi also wrote 
Chichi keimo (Logic, an introduction), the first of its 
genre in Japan. His utilitarian ethics is clearly manifested 
in “Jinsei sampo-setsu” (The three treasures theory of 
man’s life), which appeared in the Meiroku Journal in 
1875. He replaced Confucian ethics with a quest for the 
three treasures: health, wealth, and knowledge. 

As a translator Nishi has to his credit Mill’s Utilitari¬ 
anism and a work titled Mental Philosophy by Joseph 
Haven, an American philosopher influenced by Scottish 
realism. 

In later life Nishi became more conservative in his 
view of Western ideas, an attitude consonant with the 
country’s post-1886 reaction against ultra-Westerniza- 
tion. As a director of a teacher’s college, Shihan Gakko, he 
proposed a combination of East and West in ethics; but in 
the last analysis he remains an expositor of Western phi¬ 


losophy who never really tried to combine East and West 

in his thought and writing. 

See also Comte, Auguste; Japanese Philosophy; Kant, 
Immanuel; Mill, John Stuart; Mill’s Methods of Induc¬ 
tion; Positivism; Utilitarianism. 

Bibliography 

Nishi’s collected works are available in two editions. One is 
Nishi Amane zenshu (The complete works of Nishi Amane), 

3 vols., edited by Okube Toshiaki (Tokyo, I960-). Vol. I 
contains Nishi’s philosophical works. The other edition is 
Nishi tetsugaku chosakushu (Collected philosophical works 
of Nishi Amane), edited by Aso Yoshiteru (Tokyo, 1933). 

Studies of Nishi can be found in Japanese Thought in the Meiji 
Era, edited by M. Kosaka, translated into English by D. 
Abosch (Tokyo: Pan-Pacific Press, 1958), pp. 99-113; Gino 
K. Piovesana, Recent Japanese Philosophical Thought, 
1862-1962 (Tokyo: Enderle Bookstore, 1963), pp. 5-18; and 
R. E Hackett, “Nishi Amane, A Tokugawa-Meiji Bureaucrat,” 
in Journal of Asian Studies 18 (2) (1959): 213-225. 

Gino K. Piovesana, S.J. (1967) 


NISHIDA, KITARO 

(1870-1945) 

One of modern Japan’s most prominent philosophers, 
Nishida was born in the village of Unoke, located on the 
Japanese Sea near Kanazawa, which was the capital of the 
Ishikawa prefecture. He attended the Prefecture Gymna¬ 
sium in Kanazawa, where he began a lifelong friendship 
with Teitaro (Daisetz) Suzuki. He then enrolled at the 
University of Tokyo, choosing philosophy over mathe¬ 
matics, in which he was quite gifted, and studied Western 
philosophy there from 1891 until 1894. After completing 
his studies with a thesis on David Hume, Nishida 
returned to his home, married, and devoted himself 
intensely for about ten years after 1897 to the practice of 
Zen. 

In 1899 he was appointed as a teacher at the Forth 
Senior High School (previously the Prefecture Gymna¬ 
sium) in Kanazawa, where he taught logic, ethics, psy¬ 
chology, and German until 1909. During this period, 
which Nishida would later characterize as the best of his 
life, he laid the solid and fertile groundwork for his sub¬ 
sequent philosophical work, a groundwork based on the 
unusual combination of Western philosophy and Zen. 
Each day he faithfully practiced Zen meditation and sit¬ 
ting exercises ( Zazen ), but he also worked through the 
main texts of Western philosophy from Plato and Aristo¬ 
tle through to Henri-Louis Bergson, William James, 
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Heinrich Rickert, and Alexius Meinong. His own philos¬ 
ophy was to emerge out of the seemingly impossible com¬ 
bination of these two parallel directions. 

In 1910 he received an appointment as assistant pro¬ 
fessor for ethics at the University of Kyoto. The following 
year his first work titled An Inquiry into the Good 
appeared, in which a philosophy of pure experience is 
developed. It is the first monumental philosophical work 
in Japan according to the full sense of the word philoso¬ 
phy as it was imported into Japan from the West. In 1913 
he was named full professor for the philosophy of religion 
and then in 1914 full professor in philosophy. This was 
the beginning of what has come to be known as the 
Nishida period in the philosophy department at the Uni¬ 
versity of Kyoto, during which a philosophical commu¬ 
nity arose around him with both high scholarly standards 
and close personal attachments. Hajime Tanabe, later 
Nishida’s successor, and Tetsuro Watuji were recruited by 
him. Similarly successful students arose under his tute¬ 
lage, including Kiyoshi Miki and Keiji Nishitani. The 
philosophical department flourished during this period 
and became a significant factor in the intellectual and 
academic life of modern Japan. This circle of scholars 
came to be known as the Kyoto School. He retired from 
the university in 1928. 

His family life during this time, however, was diffi¬ 
cult and painful, as he recalled on the occasion of his 
retirement: “For ten years, I have pursued my scholarly 
work while faced with continually unbearable, unfortu¬ 
nate circumstances in my family, which has been very dif¬ 
ficult for me.” In 1920 he lost his beloved first son, in 1925 
he lost his wife, who had been bedridden at home for six 
years as the result of a serious stroke. One of his daugh¬ 
ters suffered with tuberculosis for several years. Two oth¬ 
ers were hospitalized for acute typhoid fever, one of 
whom never completely recovered. Earlier, during the 
Kanazawa period, he had already lost his brother and two 
young daughters. In several philosophical essays, Nishida 
wrote, “What impels one towards philosophy is the sor¬ 
row and pain of human life.” Not wonder that there is 
something rather than nothing, not methodical doubt as 
a means to achieve certainty, but rather the fate of human 
life as a whole on earth motivated Nishida to pursue phi¬ 
losophy. Nishida’s basic question is, “What is the structure 
of the actual world into which we are born, in which we 
labor, and in which we die? What is our self in this actual 
world?” 

Nishida’s concern is not only the life-world, not only 
the historical world, but also the world of life and death. 
Nishida is not concerning solely with the self that lives in 


the world, but rather the whole self that is born, lives, and 
dies. Sorrowful, painful events in human life tear open 
the world. This tear or rift opens up a window and gives 
access to the profundity of the world. Nishida says that 
“Grasping the common everydayness of our lives most 
profoundly leads to the most profound philosophizing.” 
This profundity is nothing other than the profundity of 
everyday life. Nishida speaks of eschatological everyday¬ 
ness. 

In the middle of the painful sorrows of his life, 
Nishida could say: “The ground of my heart, infinitely 
deep, will not be reached by all of the waves of joy and 
cares.” For Nishida profundity or depth was experienced 
profundity. In his calligraphic work, for which he also 
counts as an artist, Nishida expresses a beautiful power 
rising out of this profundity. In spite of the difficult cir¬ 
cumstances he faced in his life, he worked continuously 
every day. Even in the year in which he retired, he pub¬ 
lished five essays, including Predicative Logic, The Place 
Wherein One Sees Oneself and the Place of Consciousness, 
and The Intelligible World. His creative powers were sus¬ 
tained up to the end of his life, whereby the pathway for 
his thinking did not get any easier. 

After his retirement Nishida spent half of each year 
in Kyoto and half in Kamakura at the seashore. He said, “I 
love the sea. There is something infinite that is suspended 
and moves in the sea.” One student characterized 
Nishida’s philosophy as a philosophy of the sea. His boy¬ 
hood friend Suzuki also lived in Kamakura after he had 
returned from the United States so there the two of them 
often met for conversations in the space between Zen and 
philosophy, and Nishida attributed much in his philoso¬ 
phy to the influence of Suzuki. After his second marriage 
in 1931, Nishida’s family situation was much better, but 
his concerns over Japan’s worsening internal political sit¬ 
uation and its external policies became increasingly 
grave. In 1939 the Second World War began and in 1941 
the Pacific War with the United States began, which 
plummeted Japan on the war to its catastrophic defeat in 
August of 1945. 

In May of 1945, Nishida wrote to Suzuki regarding 
the impending defeat: “Things are happening as we 
always feared they would. A state that is based on military 
power will perish by military power.” As he was intensely 
searching for the possibility of a world culture that could 
unite humanity in the newly unified world that was to 
come after the world war, Nishida died on June 7, 1945, 
on account of an acute kidney infection. On his desk lay 
the unfinished manuscript of an essay Concerning My 
Logic. Nishida worked up until the last day of his life. 
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During the year before he died, he wrote articles titled 
Concerning A Philosophy of Religion Governed by the Pre- 
established Harmony, Life, Philosophical Foundations of 
Mathematics, and The Logic of Place and the Religious 
World View. 

HIS WORK 

In 1926 the essay Place (Basho ) appeared. Concerning 
that article, Nishida wrote, “It seems to me that I attained 
my final standpoint with the notion of ‘place’.” Nishida’s 
philosophy can in a real sense be characterized as a phi¬ 
losophy of place. The basic idea behind the notion of 
place is: Everything that is, is located in a place. Being 
means being in. The proposition “S is P” means in truth 
that “S is in P.” Nishida states one time simply and con¬ 
cretely, “Place is where we are located.” Place for Nishida, 
then, corresponds to what Martin Heidegger called world 
as a component of being in the world. For Nishida, place 
consists both of the place of being and the place of the 
absolute nothing in the sense that the place of being is 
surrounded by the place of absolute nothing. The place of 
being as the place of limited disclosedness is located 
within the place of nothing as the unlimited disclosed¬ 
ness, infinite openness. Place thereby has a twofold dis¬ 
closedness for us. Those of us who find ourselves in a 
place find ourselves not only in a world, but also in the 
unlimited openness that surrounds the world, a view that 
is different from Heidegger’s. Nishida explicitly discusses 
the we as something that is located in a place in his essay 
I and Thou (1932). 

According to Nishida, I and thou means that I am 
what I am in that I am nothingness in the unlimited 
openness, and conversely, I and thou means that you are 
what you are in that you are in the nothingness of unlim¬ 
ited openness. Nishida views the relationship differently 
than Martin Buber in that the I-thou is an aspect, the 
face-to-face aspect of the full reality of what is located in 
a place, a reality that consists in the fact that this one sin¬ 
gle individual and this other single individual are both in 
contradiction and in unity based on the abyss of the 
absolute nothingness where there is neither I nor thou. 
The basic traits of the notion of place according to 
Nishida can only be understood in correspondence to an 
originary pure experience because the notion of place is 
developed out of this experience. 

Nishida’s philosophy of pure experience arose 
through an original and radical encounter between West 
and East. There is a qualitative divide between the think¬ 
ing of Western philosophy and the nonthinking in Zen. 
This rift inside Nishida himself, where both philosophy 


and Zen coexisted, threatened to rip him apart, but 
instead it came to serve as a magnetic field in which phi¬ 
losophy and Zen actually touched and permeated each 
other. This is where Nishida’s philosophy was born, a phi¬ 
losophy of another beginning. For a philosophy of pure 
experience, it is crucial to explain everything through the 
fact that the only real reality is pure experience. In 
attempting to explain everything within a single context, 
Nishida orients himself on Western philosophy; his pure 
experience, however, comes from Zen. 

Pure experience is not a monadic substance-like 
foundational entity, but rather an original occurrence of 
experiencing, an event like the following: “In the moment 
of seeing, of hearing, still without reflections such as ‘I see 
flowers’ and without judgments like ‘These flowers are 
red,’ in this moment of momentary seeing or hearing, 
there is neither subject nor object.” This immediately 
experiencing experience occurs as the ground of the truly 
real reality because in immediate seeing and hearing the 
undifferentiatedness that obtains before splitting into dif¬ 
ference is at work. Here, a direct connection between the 
empirical and the metaphysical is revealed in a unique 
way. For Nishida, the metaphysical does not disclose itself 
beyond experience but rather within experience, that is, 
within the immediately experiencing experience. Nishida 
sees the origin of the true self in pure experience because 
in it shackles of the ego are shattered. The empirical, the 
metaphysical, and the existential are integrated here prior 
to their differentiation. 

Human experience, which is usually encountered as 
constrained or shackled inside the subject/object frame¬ 
work, breaks through this framework into the unlimited 
openness through the originary event of pure experience 
as immediate seeing and hearing. Pure experience is then 
articulated within the subject-object framework, but now 
not as a constraining frame, but rather as a projective lad¬ 
der into openness. The place for the self-articulation of 
experience is now in the subject-object framework within 
the infinite openness. This is then the equivalent to the 
place of being within the place of the absolute nothing¬ 
ness. From this perspective, pure experience articulates 
itself as the originary unified whole, sometimes from the 
subjective side, but not as a subject, and sometimes from 
the objective side, but not as an object. Illustrating the 
differentiation of pure experience in dynamic relation¬ 
ships is what we mean by explaining everything. 

Nishida actually does present these explanations. 
Explanation, however, is work that takes place at the level 
of reflection. How are pure experience and explanation 
related? To answer this question, the standpoint of 
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pure experience turns into the standpoint of self¬ 
consciousness/self-awareness, which unites intuition and 
reflection within itself. Here, once again, the question of 
the place of self-consciousness is fundamental. This kind 
of awareness is more than self-consciousness because the 
limited place in the unlimited place of openness, this 
duality of place, is mirrored in the limited place that 
arises as the focal point of self-consciousness that is 
transparent to itself for the unlimited openness. Self-con¬ 
sciousness/self-awareness says, “I am I, in not being I” 
instead of simply “I am I.” 

The dynamic connection of “pure experience, self- 
consciousness or self-awareness, and place” (Basho) 
serves as the basis for further philosophical deliberations 
that Nishida carried out in the areas of art, history, soci¬ 
ety, the state, practical philosophy, the study of experi¬ 
ence, mathematics, physics, and others areas in which he 
showed over and again how they are all permeated by this 
fundamental constellation. In the course of thinking that 
does not always proceed smoothly, Nishida tried out 
some unique categories such as active intuition, historical 
body, absolutely contradictory self-identity, and converse 
parallel to name just a few. 

Nishida’s thinking proceeds from a new beginning. 
Its basic category is place instead of substance, God, or 
the modern notion of an absolute (transcendental) sub¬ 
ject. Logic as the logic of a contradictory self-identity, or 
rather the self-identity of the self-contradictory (the logic 
of place) instead of a logic of identity; the unity of the 
contradictory subject-object on the basis of something- 
before-the-split instead of a subject-object schema; rea¬ 
son as something that is active in intuition or rather acts 
as intuition instead of one side of a regional, qualitative 
distinction between sense and reason—all of these things 
arise out of pure experience. If global philosophy is going 
to take into account non-Western cultural traditions, 
Nishida’s philosophy needs to be discussed within the 
horizon of that philosophy. 

See also Buddhism; Phenomenology. 
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NOMINALISM 

See Goodman, Nelson; Hobbes, Thomas; Quine, 

Willard Van Orman; Roscelin; Universals, A Histor¬ 
ical Survey 


NOMINALISM, MODERN 

In its main contemporary sense, nominalism is the thesis 
that abstract entities do not exist. Equivalently, it is the 
thesis that everything that does exist is a concrete object. 
Since there is no generally accepted account of the 
abstract-concrete distinction, and since it remains gen¬ 
uinely unclear how certain (putative) entities are to be 
classified, the content of modern nominalism is to some 
degree unsettled. Certain consequences of the view are, 
however, tolerably clear. For example, it is widely agreed 
that the objects of pure mathematics—numbers, sets, 
functions, abstract geometrical spaces, and so on—are to 
be classified as abstract. It is also widely agreed that cer¬ 
tain objects of metaphysics and semantics—propositions, 
meanings, properties and relations, and so on—must be 
abstract if they exist at all. Modern nominalists thus com¬ 
mit themselves to rejecting these paradigmatic abstract 
entities and hence to rejecting any scientific, mathemati¬ 
cal, or philosophical theory according to which such 
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things exist. In this sense nominalism is standardly 
opposed to platonism (or, less commonly, antinominal¬ 
ism). 

EARLY HISTORY 

The first significant philosophical system in the modern 
period to insist on the existence of abstract objects is due 
to Gottlob Frege. Frege (1980) held that the truths of pure 
mathematics concern a domain of mind-independent 
abstract entities. Frege (1984) further held that any ade¬ 
quate account of thought and language must allow that 
meaningful linguistic expressions are associated, not sim¬ 
ply with concrete worldly items, but also with senses 
( Sinne ), and that for various reasons these linguistic 
senses must exist in a “third realm,” distinct both from the 
realm of subjective mental items and the realm of sensi¬ 
ble, concrete things. Frege’s vigorous defense of platon¬ 
ism in semantics and the philosophy of mathematics 
forms the background for the emergence of modem 
nominalism in the 1920s. 

The Warsaw school of logicians centered around Sta- 
nislaw Lesniewski and Tadeusz Kotarbinski set itself the 
task of reconstructing modern logic and mathematics 
along nominalistic lines. Kotarbinski’s reism, for exam¬ 
ple, was a methodological position according to which, 
wherever possible, statements that apparently concern 
abstract entities (e.g., “Bonds of brotherhood unite 
Orsetes and Electra”) are to be replaced by statements 
that concern only concrete entities and parts thereof (e.g., 
“Orestes is Electra’s brother”) (Kotarbinski 1955). The 
principal motivation for the program was to prevent sci¬ 
entific work in these areas from becoming embroiled in 
ancient metaphysical and epistemological controversies. 
The nominalistic project was introduced into Anglo¬ 
phone philosophy by W. V. Quine, who first encountered 
it in conversations with Lesniewski and Alfred Tarski in 
1933. Quine’s main positive contribution to the program 
was the seminal 1947 manifesto “Steps Toward a Con¬ 
structive Nominalism,” coauthored with Nelson Good¬ 
man. Quine soon abandoned nominalism in favor of a 
moderate and distinctive form of platonism. It may 
nonetheless be said that all subsequent discussion of 
modern nominalism in the Anglophone tradition derives 
directly from this paper. 

MOTIVATIONS FOR NOMINALISM 

In “Steps Toward a Constructive Nominalism” Goodman 
and Quine defend their rejection of abstract entities by 
invoking “a philosophical intuition that cannot be justi¬ 
fied by appeal to anything more ultimate” (1947: 97). In 


subsequent years philosophers have sought to provide a 
more explicit motivation for the view. 

OCCAM’S RAZOR According to a slogan associated with 
the tradition of medieval nominalism, “entities are not to 
be multiplied beyond necessity.” Some modern nominal¬ 
ists appeal to this principle in motivating their position. 
These writers typically concede that existing scientific 
and mathematical theories entail the existence of abstract 
entities and are therefore nominalistically unacceptable. 
They maintain, however, that it is possible to produce 
nominalistically adequate versions of, or surrogates for, 
these theories, and so to “dispense” with abstract objects. 
Occam’s razor is then invoked to argue that when such 
parsimonious surrogates are available, it is rational to 
reject the standard platonistic theories and to embrace 
the surrogates instead. 

Much of the constructive work in the nominalist tra¬ 
dition consists in providing nominalistic surrogates for 
existing theories. Roughly speaking, a nominalistic surro¬ 
gate T n for a platonistic theory T P is a theory whose quan¬ 
tifiers range only over concrete objects, but which is 
nonetheless fit to do much of the same theoretical or 
explanatory work as the original. For example, standard 
formalizations of physical theories involve quantifiers 
that range over both concrete physical entities (particles, 
fields, points, and regions of space-time, etc.) and math¬ 
ematical entities (real numbers, vectors, functions, etc.) A 
nominalistic alternative to (say) classical electrodynamics 
would be a theory whose quantifiers range only over con¬ 
crete objects, but whose predictive and explanatory 
power exactly matched that of the standard platonistic 
formulations. 

Nominalistic surrogates for standard theories have 
been developed in a number of domains (Field 1980, 
Hodes 1984, Chihara 1990, Balaguer 1998). However, the 
significance of these reconstructive programs is open to 
doubt for several reasons. For example, while the nomi¬ 
nalistic surrogates do indeed typically posit fewer entities 
than the platonistic originals, they are typically inferior to 
the originals in other respects. In some cases they require 
a substantial extension of the extensional first-order logic 
that suffices for platonistically formulated science. In 
most cases the nominalistic theory is significantly less 
perspicuous and flexible than its platonistic counterpart. 

One may therefore concede that other things being 
equal, nominalistic theories are to be preferred on 
grounds of parsimony, while insisting that since other 
things are not equal, Occam’s razor has no clear applica¬ 
tion. A more profound challenge is directed at the razor 
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itself. Contemporary philosophers who cite ontological 
parsimony as a basis for theory choice often suppose that 
the principle derives its authority from its role in the sci¬ 
ences. But as critics have pointed out (Burgess and Rosen 
1997), there is scant evidence that scientists accept the 
principle in its most general form. Scientists may be con¬ 
cerned to minimize the number of physical mechanisms 
or fundamental laws in the theories they accept. But 
working scientists and mathematicians have shown no 
interest in reducing the number of abstract entities 
posited by the mathematical theories they invoke. To the 
contrary, in mathematics and mathematical physics there 
is some concern to maximize the range of mathematical 
objects and structures (Maddy 1997). If this is correct, 
then proponents of the Occamist case for nominalism 
must maintain that the impulse to ontological parsimony 
to which they appeal is not a principle of scientific 
methodology, but an independently compelling philo¬ 
sophical principle. 

THE ACCESS PROBLEM. The most widely cited ground 
for nominalism derives from Paul Benacerraf (1973). 
Benacerraf notes that since abstract mathematical objects 
are causally inert and therefore incapable of affecting our 
senses, even indirectly, there is a question as to how one 
might come to know that they exist. Benacerraf invokes 
the causal theory of knowledge, originally proposed by 
Alvin Goldman (1967) for other purposes, according to 
which, roughly, a person S knows that p only if S stands 
in some suitable causal relation to the objects with which 
p is concerned. This principle entails that true claims 
about abstract objects cannot be known to be true, even 
if they are true. And while this does not entail that there 
are no abstract entities, it does entail that platonism is 
unstable in the following sense: Proponents of a Platonis- 
tic theory must concede that they cannot know whether 
the theory they accept is true. However, as critics were 
quick to point out the causal theory of knowledge on 
which Benacerraf relies is objectionable on other grounds 
(Steiner 1975). In the subsequent debate nominalists 
rarely invoke this or any other detailed theory of knowl¬ 
edge. Instead, they maintain that the causal inefficacy of 
the abstract leaves our access to the abstract domain an 
utter mystery. Since it is clearly desirable to avoid such 
mysteries, this provides a motivation for pursuing, and 
perhaps also for accepting, nominalistic alternatives to 
standard theories. 

THE DISPENSABILITY ARGUMENT. Hartry H. Field 
(1980,1989) provides a number of motivations for nom¬ 
inalism that do not depend on the causal theory of 


knowledge. Field begins with a question for the platonist: 
What reason might one have for believing the claims of 
standard mathematics? If one has reason to believe the 
axioms, then one might acquire reason to believe the the¬ 
orems by constructing proofs. So the question becomes: 
What reason might one have for believing the axioms of 
standard mathematics? Since the axioms involve substan¬ 
tial existential claims, it is hard to see how they could be 
known a priori (but see Wright 1983, Hale 1988). And 
since these claims concern causally inert abstract entities, 
it seems clear that they cannot be verified directly by 
observation or experiment. Field thus concludes that the 
only reason one can have for believing the axioms is that 
they play an indispensable role in one or another well- 
confirmed scientific theory. Earlier writers (Quine 1960, 
Putnam 1971) defended platonism in this way. For exam¬ 
ple, Hilary Putnam (1971) notes that since the laws of 
physics are standardly formulated in mathematical terms, 
someone who denies the existence of (say) real numbers 
is not in a position to formulate, much less to employ, 
even the most elementary laws of physics. Quine and Put¬ 
nam thus offer the following indispensability argument 
for platonism: 

(1) One is justified in believing that abstract objects 
exist if, but only if, theories that entail the existence 
of such objects are indispensable for scientific pur¬ 
poses. 

(2) Standard mathematics entails the existence of 
abstract objects. 

(3) Standard mathematics is indispensable for scien¬ 
tific purposes. 

(4) Therefore, one is justified in believing that 
abstract objects exist. 

Field rejects premise (3), thereby turning the argument 
on its head. He argues that in certain cases it is possible to 
produce reasonably attractive nominalistic versions of 
standard platonistic theories: versions in which the only 
objects posited are material bodies and space-time 
regions. Field maintains that to the extent that such nom¬ 
inalistic surrogates are available, they establish that 
abstract objects are dispensable for scientific purposes. 
The construction of such surrogates thus undercuts the 
only reason one might have had for believing in abstract 
objects, and so provides a roundabout motivation for 
nominalism. 

Field concedes that the nominalistic alternatives he 
constructs are in certain respects inferior to the standard 
platonistic theories on which they are based. They are 
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typically unwieldy and imperspicuous: Derivations are 
typically longer and harder to follow. Field concedes that 
it would be unreasonable for working scientists to use 
these nominalistic theories for most purposes and hence 
that platonistic theories are indispensable in practice. His 
central claim is that they are nonetheless dispensable in 
principle and that for the purposes of the Quine-Putnam 
challenge dispensability in principle is what matters. 

One distinctive ingredient in Field’s view is a demon¬ 
stration that scientists who accept only the nominalistic 
physics that Field constructs are nonetheless entitled to 
use platonistic mathematics in the course of their work. 
This claim is supported by a formal result. Let T P be a 
standard platonistic theory, and let T N be a nominalistic 
surrogate for T P constructed according to Field’s method. 
It may then be shown (with certain important qualifica¬ 
tions) that for any nominalistic statement S—that is, any 
statement whose quantifiers are restricted to concrete 
entities—S is a theorem of T P if and only if S is a theorem 
of T n . This conservative extension theorem supports the 
claim that a theorist who accepts T N may legitimately 
employ the full mathematical resources of T P for the pur¬ 
pose of deriving nominalistic claims about the concrete 
world (for a discussion on this, see Shapiro 1983, Burgess 
and Rosen 1997). Such theorists may then legitimately 
regard the mathematical apparatus of T P as a useful fic¬ 
tion in which they indulge for various practical purposes. 
Field’s version of nominalism is thus a form of fictional- 
ism about mathematical objects. 

Field’s work has provoked an intense critical 
response (Irvine 1990). Field himself notes that his pro¬ 
cedures for nominalizing platonistic theories are inappli¬ 
cable to an important class of theories, including Albert 
Einstein’s general theory of relativity and quantum 
mechanics, and hence that it remains an open question 
whether platonistic theories are dispensable even in prin¬ 
ciple for the purposes of contemporary physics (compare 
Balaguer 1996). Others wonder why Platonistic theories 
that are indispensable in practice should not provide one 
with adequate grounds for believing in the abstract 
objects they posit. Perhaps the most fundamental philo¬ 
sophical response to Field’s approach calls into question 
premise (1) of the in dispensability argument, which is 
also a crucial premise in Field’s positive defense of nomi¬ 
nalism. In effect, the premise asserts that abstract objects 
have the status of theoretical entities, in the sense that one 
acquires reason for believing in them only when the 
assumption of their existence is required for some urgent 
scientific purpose. 


Against this, critics maintain that some propositions 
about abstract objects—for example, the claim that there 
is a number between 3 and 5, or the claim that Jane 
Austen wrote six novels—are perfectly ordinary claims. 
Anyone who has learned basic arithmetic can supply a 
reason for believing that there is a number between 3 and 
5 (Parson 1986), and anyone who knows how to use the 
library can verify that Austen wrote six novels. It is a pre¬ 
supposition of the debate between Field and proponents 
of the indispensability argument that these relatively 
nontheoretical justifications for platonistic claims are 
inadequate. But this claim may be challenged. If one’s 
ordinary reasons for believing platonistic claims are good 
enough, then the fact that such claims are dispensable for 
certain theoretical purposes has no immediate bearing on 
the debate over nominalism. 

REVOLUTIONARY VERSUS 
HERMENEUTIC NOMINALISM 

In the nominalist tradition that runs from Goodman and 
Quine (1947) to Field (1980), it is generally conceded that 
since standard mathematics entails the existence of 
abstract objects, the nominalist must supply an alterna¬ 
tive to standard mathematics, both pure and applied. This 
alternative might take the form of a genuinely novel for¬ 
mulation, as with Field’s nominalistic version of Newton¬ 
ian gravitational theory. But it may also take the form of 
a reinterpretation of existing theories. On this approach 
the nominalist proceeds by supplying a revisionary 
account of the meanings of mathematical statements. For 
example, the nominalist may maintain that while existen¬ 
tial arithmetical statements like “There is a number 
between 3 and 5” in fact affirm the existence of abstract 
entities, they should be reinterpreted as claims about 
(say) concrete numeral inscriptions. In either case the 
nominalist must argue for a revision in accepted science 
and mathematics. Nominalist programs of this sort have 
thus been labeled revolutionary (Burgess 1983). 

Revolutionary nominalism is contrasted with 
hermeneutic nominalism. Hermeneutic nominalists 
maintain that it is a mistake to interpret ordinary mathe¬ 
matics as involving claims about abstract objects in the 
first place. They might maintain, for example, that as they 
are ordinarily understood, existential claims like “There is 
a number between 3 and 5” are in fact claims about con¬ 
crete numeral inscriptions and hence that such claims 
might be true even if there were no abstract entities. On 
this sort of account nominalism requires no revision in 
settled doctrine. 
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The most straightforward version of hermeneutic 
nominalism would maintain that abstract singular terms 
like 3 and the cosine function denote particular concrete 
objects. Claims of this sort are rarely plausible, however, 
and so proposals in this domain are typically more com¬ 
plex. For example, Geoffrey Heilman (1989) proposes 
that a statement S in the language of arithmetic is true if 
and only if a certain modal condition holds: (a) there 
might have been an infinite sequence of objects satisfying 
the axioms of arithmetic, and (b), if there had been such 
a sequence, a certain structural condition derived from S 
would have been true of it. Heilman then argues that 
since this sort of modal claim might be true even if there 
are in fact no abstract objects, the original mathematical 
claim is nominalistically acceptable, appearances to the 
contrary notwithstanding. 

There are two main objections to hermeneutic pro¬ 
posals of this sort. The first notes that since such claims 
are ultimately claims in empirical linguistics—they are 
claims about the meanings of ordinary mathematical 
statements—they require empirical support and that in 
the relevant cases no such support has been forthcoming 
(Burgess 1983). The second notes that even if hermeneu¬ 
tic nominalists’ semantic claims were tenable, it is not 
clear that they would serve their purpose. Unlike their 
revolutionary counterparts, hermeneutic nominalists do 
not deny the claims of standard mathematics. But these 
claims include existence theorems: assertions of the form 
“There exists a number n such that ...” Hermeneutic 
nominalists must therefore allow that these ordinary exis¬ 
tence claims are true and hence that by their own lights, 
numbers and the like exist. On the face of it, however, this 
claim is incompatible with their nominalism (Alston 
1958, Burgess and Rosen 1997; see also Stanley 2001). 

CONTEMPORARY FICTIONALISM 

As they are usually understood, the programs of revolu¬ 
tionary and hermeneutic nominalism both require 
detailed constructive work. Theorists proceed by con¬ 
structing an autonomous, independently intelligible 
nominalistic theory T N , which is then used either to 
replace or to interpret the original (apparently) platonis- 
tic theory, T P . The development of a suitable theory T N is 
typically a nontrivial task, which in many cases requires a 
profound analysis of the original. 

However, some nominalists maintain that detailed 
constructions of this sort are unnecessary. Easy fictional- 
ism, as the approach is sometimes called, holds that even 
in the absence of an autonomous nominalistic alterna¬ 
tive, nominalists may make free use of standard mathe¬ 


matics and of other platonistic theories without thereby 
committing themselves to the existence of abstract 
objects. 

Consider for example the claim (S): (S) the mass (in 
grams) of A = 3.6. On its face (S) asserts that the object A 
stands in a certain relation to a number. The claim is lit¬ 
erally true only if two conditions are satisfied: on the con¬ 
crete side, the object A must have a certain intrinsic 
property—a property for which one may have no stan¬ 
dard name that does not invoke a relation to numbers; 
and on the abstract side, the number 3.6 must exist. To 
maintain the literal truth of (S) is thus to maintain that 
abstract objects exist. But consider the claim that things 
are, in all concrete respects, as if (S) were true. The sug¬ 
gestion is that this claim says just what (S) says about the 
intrinsic configuration of the concrete world, while mak¬ 
ing no claim whatsoever about the existence of abstract 
entities. 

Easy fictionalists propose that as a matter of conven¬ 
ience one routinely pretends that abstract objects of var¬ 
ious sorts exist and that one conveys information about 
the concrete world by endorsing theories that purport to 
affirm relations between concrete things and abstract 
things. Their suggestion is that in “endorsing” these theo¬ 
ries, one commits oneself only to the nominalistically 
acceptable claim that things are, in all concrete respects, 
as if one’s theories are true. 

Easy fictionalism comes in a number of varieties. It 
may be put forward as a hermeneutic proposal, describ¬ 
ing the attitude that scientists and mathematicians nor¬ 
mally adopt toward their own claims about abstract 
entities (Yablo 2001). More commonly, it is put forward 
as a revolutionary proposal. Here, the suggestion is that in 
light of the arguments in favor of nominalism, it would 
be rational (or at least, rationally permissible) to adopt a 
fictionalist attitude toward discourse about abstract 
objects (Balaguer 1998, Rosen 2001). The main challenge 
for easy fictionalism is to provide a clear account of the 
central idiom, “Things are, in all concrete respects, as if S 
were true,” or perhaps, “According to the fiction of math¬ 
ematical objects, S.” The most natural account involves a 
counterfactual conditional. To say that things are in all 
concrete respects as if S were true is to say that if there 
were abstract objects (and the concrete world were just as 
it is in all intrinsic respects), then S would be true. But 
counterfactuals of this sort are problematic. It is widely 
held that the existence of abstract objects could not pos¬ 
sibly be a contingent matter (Hale and Wright 1992; com¬ 
pare Field 1993). And if this is right, then by nominalists’ 
own lights, such conditionals involve a necessarily false 
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antecedent. A second challenge for the approach is to pro¬ 
vide an account of pure mathematics, where the aim of 
the discourse is not simply to provide information about 
the configuration of the concrete world. 

See also Realism and Naturalism, Mathematical. 
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NOMOS AND PHUSIS 

Phusis is the ancient Greek word for “nature,” cognate 
with the verb “to grow” ( phuein ); as in English, it can be 
used both for the natural world as a whole and for the 
“nature” (i.e., the essential or intrinsic characteristics) of 
any particular thing, which it has “by nature” (phusei). 
Nomos encompasses both law and unwritten, traditional 
social convention. The contrast between the two concepts 
is central to ancient sophistic thought, with roots in the 
pre-Socratic inquiry into the underlying natures of 
things. 

For the Sophists, nomos and phusis are polar terms, 
roughly equivalent (respectively) to the socially con¬ 
structed and the universally, objectively given. The con¬ 
trast was most strikingly applied in relation to justice. 
Antiphon’s On Truth argues that justice is a matter of 
nomos, and nomos and phusis conflict; one should 
observe the requirements of justice when there are wit¬ 
nesses, but follow the dictates of nature otherwise. By 
“nature,” Antiphon seems to understand what is physio- 
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logically given to all humans (Greeks and barbarians 
alike). By following it one gains what is advantageous to 
one’s existence: life, pleasure, and freedom. In Plato’s Gor- 
gias, Callicles argues, with an appeal to animal behavior, 
that it is a matter of “justice according to nature,” as 
opposed to convention, for the strong to prey upon the 
weak. 

However, the same conceptual framework, including 
the assumption that nature represents an authoritative 
norm, could be used to support the opposite stance. The 
Anonymous Iamblichi argues that law and justice should 
be obeyed as having “kingly rule” among human 
beings—a rule established by human nature itself. So the 
nomos-phusis contrast was a framework for discussion 
rather than a theory in itself. It allowed for fruitful debate 
as to where the testimony of nature might be observed, 
what guidance it could provide, and how the norms of 
law and morality might relate to it. 

Far from being restricted to justice, nomos-phusis is 
best understood as a catch phrase for the general sophis¬ 
tic inquiry into the institutions of human society. Thus 
various Sophists seem to have applied the concepts to 
slavery, gender roles, language, and religion. For instance, 
the Sisyphus fragment (by either Critias or Euripides) 
argues that religion was invented by ancient sages as a 
device for social control, implying that the gods exist only 
by convention. The contrast could even be extended to 
questions of general epistemology. Democritus (usually 
classed as a pre-Socratic, but associated by sources with 
Protagoras) summed up his atomism by claiming that 
sensory properties, such as colors and tastes, are merely 
conventional; in reality there are only atoms and the void. 
Here, conventional seems to be tantamount to mind- 
dependent, or merely apparent. 

The adoption of nature as a normative standard is 
the most powerful legacy of sophistic thought. Plato and 
Aristotle both constructed their ethics and politics 
around their understanding of human nature, and took 
this to be in harmony with the nature of the cosmos and 
the divine. Later, Epicureans and Stoics both argued that 
the good life is one lived in accordance with nature (kata 
phusin), which they explicated by invoking animal behav¬ 
ior in the “cradle argument.” But these philosophers dif¬ 
fered widely in their treatment of nomos, and the 
nomos-phusis polarity as such faded from prominence 
after the Sophists. 

See also Antiphon; Protagoras of Abdera; Sophists. 
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NONCOGNITIVISM 

Noncognitivists (or nondescriptivists) hold that the func¬ 
tion of normative judgments is not, or not primarily, to 
describe or state facts and that because of this, these judg¬ 
ments lack a truth-value. A strong form of ethical nonde- 
scriptivism says that moral judgments have no descriptive 
function, but weaker forms say only that their nonde- 
scriptive function is primary or dominant. 

Differing accounts of the nondescriptive function of 
moral language generate a variety of nondescriptivisms. 
Moral judgments have been said to express emotions, 
feelings, attitudes, or stances; and they have been charac¬ 
terized as tools for performing other nondescriptive tasks 
such as commanding, requesting, endorsing, or com¬ 
mending. A. J. Ayer, whose position is called emotivism, 
said that “ethical terms” express emotions or feelings and 
that they “are calculated also to arouse feelings, and so to 
stimulate action” (1952, p. 108). C. L. Stevenson, whose 
metaethical theory is called noncognitivism, argued that 
the major use of “ethical statements” is dynamic rather 
than fact stating. They are not, he said, primarily used to 
describe interests or attitudes but rather to change or 
intensify attitudes and to influence behavior. What 
Stevenson called the emotive meaning of ethical terms 
makes this dynamic use possible and also explains why 
ethical judgments, unlike factual ones, are capable of 
moving us to action. 

From the thought that moral judgments are excla¬ 
mations and disguised commands Ayer concluded that 
they “have no objective validity whatever” and that “it is 
impossible to dispute about questions of value” (1952, p. 
110). Stevenson tried to show that there is a place for eth¬ 
ical arguments, but he did not go beyond the claim that a 
reason is “relevant” when it is likely to influence some 
attitude. This means, at least to the critics of Stevenson, 
that the relation between the premises and the conclusion 
of an ethical argument is psychological rather than logi- 
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cal and that there is no clear distinction between ethical 
argument and propaganda. 

Both Ayer and Stevenson were in the positivist tradi¬ 
tion, but by the 1950s an interest in ordinary language 
also led increasing numbers of analytic philosophers to 
nondescriptivism. These thinkers acknowledged that 
moral language can be used descriptively, but they 
insisted that its “primary” (basic, fundamental) use is to 
perform any of a number of nondescriptive speech acts. 
R. M. Hare argued that the primary function of the word 
good is to commend and that when we commend any¬ 
thing “it is always in order, at least indirectly, to guide 
choices, our own or other people’s, now or in the future” 
(1952, p. 127). Words such as right and ought are used for 
giving advice or, as he said, for prescribing. According to 
Hare, the claim that something is good has both descrip¬ 
tive and prescriptive meaning. The descriptive meaning 
of the word good changes as it is applied to different 
things, but the prescriptive meaning remains constant 
because good is invariably used to commend. This is why 
the prescriptive meaning is primary. 

Hare described his own position as nondescrip¬ 
tivism, but he was more positive than Ayer and Stevenson 
about the role and value of logic in ethical arguments. 
Moral judgments, he said, are a subclass of “prescriptive” 
rather than “descriptive” language—they are “universaliz- 
able prescriptions.” Unlike attempts to persuade or to 
influence attitudes, a judgment that something is good or 
right is a prescription that is complete in itself, even if no 
change is brought about in the hearer’s attitudes or 
behavior. Hare believed that there could be logical rela¬ 
tions among prescriptive judgments, even commands; 
and he developed a logic of prescriptive discourse to 
account for those relations. In the end he concluded that 
while we can argue logically about what to do, a complete 
justification of a moral decision will always require the 
adoption, without justification, of some basic principle or 
principles as a part of a freely chosen “way of life.” 

R H. Nowell-Smith offered a form of nondescrip¬ 
tivism he called multifunctionalism. He said that evalua¬ 
tive language is used “to express tastes and preferences, to 
express decisions and choices, to criticize, grade, and eval¬ 
uate, to advise, admonish, warn, persuade and dissuade, 
to praise, encourage, and reprove, to promulgate and 
draw attention to rules; and doubtless for other purposes 
also” (1954, p. 98). Though his position is more complex 
than Hare’s, he does agree that “the central activities for 
which moral language is used are choosing and advising 
others to choose” (p. 11). 


After the contributions of Ayer, Stevenson, Hare, 
Nowell-Smith, and others, nondescriptivism was neg¬ 
lected as interest in applied ethics flourished and as those 
who did think about metaethics developed naturalistic 
forms of descriptivism. The new naturalists conceded 
that normative language has nondescriptive functions, 
but they then pointed out how those functions are com¬ 
patible with simultaneous descriptive intent and there¬ 
fore with the possibility of evaluating normative 
pronouncements in terms of truth and falsity. In the 
1980s interest in metaethics was stimulated by new forms 
of nondescriptivism developed by Simon Blackburn and 
Allan Gibbard. The dominant issue at that time, however, 
was the dispute between moral (or ethical) realists and 
antirealists. Nondescriptivists are more likely to be antire¬ 
alists, and descriptivists are more likely to be realists, but 
there are complications. 

Formerly, both intuitionists and naturalists were 
descriptivists. Intuitionists identified moral facts with 
nonnatural facts, and naturalists identified moral facts 
with natural facts. If one who believes that moral facts are 
natural facts can be said to be a moral realist, then both 
naturalists and intuitionists were moral realists and were 
in a position to say that moral judgments are true when 
they correctly describe some natural or nonnatural real¬ 
ity. But there is a way to combine descriptivism with anti¬ 
realism and another way to combine nondescriptivism 
with at least the practices of the realist. J. L. Mackie devel¬ 
ops a descriptivist account of much normative language, 
but he argues that judgments of moral obligation, which 
are thought to be both objective and prescriptive, and 
judgments of “intrinsic” value are always false. One who 
says that something is “good in itself” is always speaking 
falsely because nothing is good in itself. 

Both Blackburn and Mackie begin with a Humean 
projectivism according to which the normativity we think 
we discover in nature is projected onto a value-free world 
by us. When we see and are moved by cruelty to the bull, 
we objectify our negative attitude, and promote it too, by 
saying that bullfighting is wrong. Projectivists are antire¬ 
alists. Mackie combines his antirealism with descrip¬ 
tivism and takes this to result in an error theory. 
Blackburn begins with antirealism, adds his version of 
nondescriptivism or “expressivism,” and emerges with 
what he calls quasi realism, the idea that the linguistic 
practices of the realist—saying that bullfighting is really 
wrong, for example—are perfectly in order and that no 
error is made. One of his main concerns is to defend this 
quasi realism by showing how we “earn the right” to 
“practice, think, worry, assert, and argue” as though 
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moral commitments are true in some straightforward 
way (1984, p. 257). 

Blackburn’s view is that we do not describe reality 
correctly or incorrectly when we make moral claims—we 
express “stances.” He characterizes a stance as a “conative 
state or pressure on choice and action” but admits that we 
could also call this an attitude. But whatever we call it, “its 
function is to mediate the move from features of a situa¬ 
tion to a reaction, which in the appropriate circumstances 
will mean choice” (1993, p. 168). 

Gibbard also defends a nondescriptivist or “expres- 
sivist” account of normative judgments. Normative judg¬ 
ments, he says, take the form of saying that some act, 
belief, or feeling is “rational,” or “makes sense.” The point 
of making such a judgment is not to describe something, 
not to attribute a property to it, but “to express one’s 
acceptance of norms that permit it” (1990, p. 7). A norm, 
according to Gibbard, is “a linguistically encoded pre¬ 
cept,” and the capacity to be motivated by norms “evolved 
because of the advantages of coordination and planning 
through language” (p. 57). There are norms of many 
kinds, but when we say that what someone did was 
morally wrong, we are expressing and endorsing norms 
that govern feelings of guilt by the agent and of anger by 
others. 

Three arguments are traditionally deployed against 
nondescriptivists. According to the grammatical argu¬ 
ment, since moral judgments are phrased in ordinary 
indicative sentences, there is a prima facie reason to treat 
them as statements and to treat those who make them as 
attempting to make statements. Nondescriptivists will 
reply that here the grammar is misleading, but they can 
then be asked to explain why this should be so. There is 
also a logical argument against nondescriptivism. If 
moral judgments lack a truth-value, then it is impossible 
for them to play a role in truth-functional constructions 
(implication, conjunction, and negation, for example) 
and in arguments. It is also difficult to know how they are 
to be interpreted when they occur embedded in complex 
constructions such as statements of belief and doubt. 
According to what has been called the phenomenological 
argument, not only do moral claims look and behave like 
descriptive utterances, they “feel” like them too. When we 
claim that something is good or right, we do not seem, 
even to ourselves, to be merely expressing ourselves or 
ordering others to do things. Nondescriptivists will try to 
explain why these judgments have this distinctive feel, but 
descriptivists will insist that the feeling is important data 
that cannot easily be explained away. 


Starting with Ayer, each nondescriptivist has been 
forced to develop some reply to these, as well as to other, 
difficulties. Blackburn, for example, responds to the logi¬ 
cal argument by developing an expressivist account of 
truth. He wants to show how it makes sense to claim 
moral truth even if there are no moral facts and even if 
our moral claims are no more than expressions of stances 
or attitudes. Gibbard sketches a solution to the embed¬ 
ding problem that exploits the idea that when we make a 
normative statement we are expressing a state of mind 
that consists in “ruling out various combinations of nor¬ 
mative systems with factual possibilities.” He develops a 
formalism that allows him to use this idea to account for 
“the logical relations that hold among normative state¬ 
ments” (1990, p. 99). 

Owing to the work of Blackburn and Gibbard, non¬ 
descriptivism is alive and well, but its prospects are 
uncertain because it is truly difficult to develop convinc¬ 
ing and definitive answers to the objections from 
grammar, logic, and phenomenology. Furthermore, non¬ 
descriptivism needs a fact/value distinction, and this is 
something about which philosophers have become 
increasingly nervous. The early descriptivists tried to 
reduce values to facts, or they accepted the fact/value dis¬ 
tinction and then relegated values to a philosophically 
insignificant pragmatic limbo. Since then there has been 
a tendency to argue that many statements that appear to 
be safely descriptive must be understood to have nonde- 
scriptive elements. Nondescriptivists now point out that 
even if the line between facts and values is blurred or 
moved, we can still draw an important distinction 
between assertions and expressions. This claim, however, 
will continue to be challenged by those who are 
impressed by the descriptive nature of norms or the nor¬ 
mative nature of descriptions. 

See also Applied Ethics; Ayer, Alfred Jules; Hare, Richard 
M.; Mackie, John Leslie; Metaethics; Moral Realism; 
Projectivism; Stevenson, Charles L. 
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NONDESCRIPTIVISM 

See Noncognitivism 

NONEXISTENT OBJECT, 
NONBEING 

We think and talk about things that do not exist—or so it 
seems. We say that Santa Claus lives on the North Pole 
and that unicorns are white. We admire Sherlock Holmes 
or judge him to be more clever than J. Edgar Hoover. Peo¬ 
ple search for the Northwest Passage and the Fountain of 
Youth. They dream about lottery winnings and fear disas¬ 
ters that do not materialize. A childless couple hopes for 
a daughter. So, according to Alexius Meinong and others, 
there are things that do not exist. Even to deny that Santa 
Claus or the Fountain of Youth exists, we must be able, it 
seems, to identify what it is whose existence we are deny¬ 
ing. 

Bertrand Russell’s rejection of this line of thought is 
well known. Sentences containing expressions that 
appear to denote nonexistents are to be paraphrased, in 
accordance with his theory of descriptions, with ones that 
do not. Russell shifted the emphasis from thoughts and 
other intentional attitudes that appear to have nonexis¬ 
tents as objects to the language in which those thoughts 
and attitudes are expressed. Many later analytic philoso¬ 
phers shared with Russell a distaste for what they saw as 
Meinong’s bloated universe. Even those who rejected his 
theory of descriptions often assumed that apparent refer¬ 
ences to nonexistents can somehow be paraphrased away. 
But there have been few serious attempts since Russell’s to 


show how this can be done, and the task has proven to be 
much more difficult than it once seemed. Since 1970 sev¬ 
eral very different sophisticated realist theories were 
developed, some of which claim not that there are non¬ 
existent objects, but that the entities in question exist 
(Woods, Van Inwagen, Parsons, Routley, Wolterstorff, 
Thomasson). These have been countered by a new gener¬ 
ation of antirealist theories, many of them based on 
notions of pretense or make-believe (Evans, Walton, 
Yablo, Kroon; also see Currie). 

Many discussions after 1970 have focused especially 
or primarily on one variety of purported nonexistents: 
characters and other objects in fiction and mythology. 
Posits of failed scientific theories (Vulcan, ether, phlogis¬ 
ton), sought after marvels and wished-for children, the 
golden mountain, the round square, and the present King 
of France are often treated along the way, although the 
issues they involve are not entirely analogous to those 
concerning fictions. Fictions are in some ways especially 
compelling, and also especially puzzling. We speak easily 
and elaborately about fictional characters as though they 
were ordinary people, describing Sherlock Holmes as a 
detective who lives on Baker Street, speculating about 
Hamlet’s motivations, and recounting the amorous 
adventures of the various Don Juans. Yet when pressed in 
certain ways, we readily deny that there are such things as 
fictions. Parents assure their frightened children that 
there really are not any goblins or monsters or ghosts like 
the ones in storybooks, and they confess to having lied 
about Santa Claus. 

LITERALISM 

What sorts of things are nonexistents, if there are such? 
Some take descriptions of Sherlock Holmes as a man and 
a detective at face value, understanding characters to be 
people, to possess the same kinds of ordinary properties 
that real people do, and to differ only in lacking existence. 
The golden mountain is, literally, golden and a mountain, 
according to Meinong, and the wished-for child is a child. 
Such literalists, as Kit Fine (1982) calls them, usually 
accept that, unlike existing objects, most nonexistents are 
incomplete (Holmes neither has a mole on his back nor 
lacks one) and some are impossible (fictional time travel¬ 
ers, the round square). 

Literalism threatens to get out of hand, at least as far 
as fictions are concerned. Not only do we readily describe 
Holmes as a person and a detective, we are also prepared 
to say, in much the same spirit (that is, speaking within 
the story), that he and other characters exist. Macbeth’s 
dagger may be a mere figment of his imagination, but 
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Macbeth himself is real; he exists. (We do not, in a com¬ 
parable spirit, describe the childless couple’s wished-for 
child or the golden mountain as existing.) In general, we 
are prepared to assert what we take to be true in a story, 
or fictional. It is fictional both that Holmes is a person 
and that he exists. If Holmes is literally a person, it is awk¬ 
ward to deny that he literally exists. But fictional state¬ 
ments that do not involve fictitious particulars— 
statements such as “There are ghosts” and “Julius Caesar 
was warned of the ides of March” understood literally and 
straightforwardly, obviously may fail to be true. Why 
should “Holmes is a person,” not to mention “Holmes 
exists,” be different? 

The most obvious alternative to literalism, in the case 
of fictions anyway, is to treat statements like “Holmes is a 
person and a detective” as elliptical, as short for “It is fic¬ 
tional (true in the story) that Holmes is a person and a 
detective.” Of course, we still seem to have an entity on 
our hands—Holmes. He (or it) is not literally a person or 
a detective, but he is such that it is fictional that he pos¬ 
sesses these attributes. And it is fictional that he exists, 
which does not have to mean that he literally exists. 
Holmes may possess other kinds of properties as well, 
ones that do not consist in something being fictional of 
him: He is a fictional character, and (on some accounts) 
was created by Conan Doyle, and is admired by millions 
of readers. Abandoning literalism in this way removes the 
embarrassment of an incomplete Holmes, and we need 
not worry about running into inconsistent fictional 
objects. Holmes is not such that fictionally he has a mole 
on his back, nor is he such that fictionally he does not 
have a mole on his back, even though, it is fictional that 
he either does or does not have one there. A character 
may, be such that it is fictional both that she is both P and 
that she is not P, but that does not mean that the charac¬ 
ter really does possess incompatible properties. 

In an alternative to this strategy, developed by 
Edward Zalta (1988), Holmes is not a person in the sense 
that J. Edgar Hoover is; he does not exemplify person- 
hood. Unlike Hoover, Holmes exemplifies properties such 
that of being a fictional character. Holmes bears a differ¬ 
ent relation, which Zalta calls encoding , to personhood, to 
being a detective, and to the other properties attributed to 
him in the Sherlock Holmes stories. J. Edgar Hoover, by 
contrast, is not the kind of thing that encodes properties. 

ABSTRACT OBJECT THEORIES 

If Holmes is not a person, what is he? What sort of thing 
is fictionally a person (or encodes personhood)? Realists 
who are not literalists usually understand fictions to be 


abstract entities of one sort or another, and to have what¬ 
ever ontological standing the abstract entities in question 
do. Some take properties like being a person and a detec¬ 
tive to constitute (rather than characterize) fictions, and 
so identify Holmes with the class of properties or con¬ 
junction of properties attributed to him in the stories. 
Some construe fictions as abstractions of other sorts: 
“theoretical entities of literary discourse” (Van Inwagen 
1977), “kinds” (Wolterstorff), or “abstract artifacts” 
(Thomasson 1999). Zalta (1988) has fictions exemplify¬ 
ing abstractness. Different abstract-object theories give 
different answers to a battery of tricky questions about 
the identity and individuation of fictions and other 
nonexistents or nonactuals. Are they Platonic entities that 
are (some even say “exist”) necessarily and eternally (Par¬ 
sons 1980), or are they created when, for example, the rel¬ 
evant story is written or when they are thought about 
(Van Inwagen 1977, Thomasson 1999)? Do they cease to 
be if the story is destroyed and forgotten? If characters in 
different unrelated stories happen to have exactly the 
same characteristics attributed to them, are they identi¬ 
cal? Are undifferentiated characters in a single fiction dis¬ 
tinct from one another (the individual sheep in a fictional 
flock, for instance if nothing is said about any of them 
apart from the others)? Can the same character appear in 
more than one story if the characteristics attributed to it 
in each of them are not exactly the same? If so, by virtue 
of what are the characters identical? 

The apparent fact that readers admire Holmes, or 
care about characters in stories, poses an awkward chal¬ 
lenge for abstract-object theories. Do readers admire and 
care about abstract entities, be they properties or classes 
or theoretical entities or abstract artifacts? This is cer¬ 
tainly not how readers themselves think of their experi¬ 
ences. It hardly helps to claim that Holmes is a person in 
the sense that he “encodes” personhood. He belongs to an 
ontological category fundamentally different from that of 
the usual objects of admiration—Mahatma Ghandi, 
Abraham Lincoln—which exemplify personhood and do 
not encode any properties at all. 

The antiliteralist might deny that people do, literally, 
admire or care about Holmes or Willy Loman or Desde- 
mona, just as he denies that it is literally true that they are 
persons (or that they exemplify personhood). But then 
what is the reader’s relation to them? Does the reader 
imagine admiring or caring about these abstractions, or is 
it true in an extended fiction that he admires them? Does 
the reader imagine of an abstract object that it is a person, 
one that he admires and cares about? That would be quite 
an imaginative feat! 
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Similar worries arise simply with the notion of fic- 
tionality and infect purported nonexistents of other 
kinds, as well as fictions. Fictional propositions are com¬ 
monly characterized as propositions that appreciators or 
readers are to imagine, or ones that works of fiction invite 
them to imagine. If it is fictional that Holmes is a person, 
readers are to imagine of this abstract object that it is a 
person (or to imagine of something that encodes person- 
hood that it exemplifies personhood instead). To imagine 
this would be to imagine a blatant impossibility. If a 
wished-for daughter is not actually a daughter or a per¬ 
son but an abstract entity, does the childless couple wish, 
futilely, of this abstraction, that it is a daughter and a per¬ 
son? 

PRETENSE THEORIES 

Pretense or make-believe theories return to a more intu¬ 
itive understanding of statements like “Holmes is a detec¬ 
tive,” without embracing literalism. The speaker pretends 
to refer to an ordinary existing person and to attribute to 
him, in the ordinary way, the ordinary property of being 
a detective. Within the scope of the pretense, everything is 
normal. Yet nothing is actually referred to, and what is 
said, understood literally, is not true. This is pretense, yet 
with a serious purpose. The speaker does actually assert 
something by engaging in the pretense, very likely some¬ 
thing about the Sherlock Holmes stories. Pretense theo¬ 
rists need to give some account of what is asserted, 
though it may be asking too much to expect an exact lit¬ 
eral paraphrase. Part of the point of speaking in pretense 
to make a serious assertion may be to express something 
that is difficult or impossible to express literally (Yablo 
1998). 

Some philosophers find pretense accounts of 
“Holmes is a detective,” “Hamlet hesitated,” and the like 
plausible, but draw a sharp line between these statements 
and statements such as “Holmes is a fictional character” 
and “Holmes is smarter than any real detective.” In the 
Sherlock Holmes stories it is presumably fictional that 
Holmes is a detective; readers are to imagine that this is 
so. In saying “Holmes is a detective,” speakers are playing 
along with the fiction, pretending to assert of a person 
they refer to as “Holmes” that he is a detective. But it is 
not fictional in the stories that Holmes is a fictional char¬ 
acter. So, it is claimed, to say “Holmes is a fictional char¬ 
acter” is not to play along with the fiction; the speaker 
must really be referring to something by means of 
“Holmes,” not just pretending to, and attributing to the 
thing referred to the property of being a fictional charac¬ 
ter. 


This line is not a sharp one, however, and in any case, 
it is not to be drawn in the place indicated. People often 
speak with tongue more or less evidently in cheek when 
what they are expressing is not fictional in an established 
work of fiction, not what a recognized work of fiction 
prescribes or invites them to imagine. We play along with 
established fictions in special or unusual or unauthorized 
ways, altering or extending them in various directions, in 
order to make serious points by engaging in pretense. 
Sometimes we improvise new fictions. The commentator 
who remarks that the Hardy Boys, still living at home and 
attending Bayport High, have turned 75, and that their 
publisher now equips them with cell phones, is speaking 
in pretense, although what he pretends to assert is not fic¬ 
tional in any of the stories or the series as a whole. He is, 
in effect, observing that the Hardy Boys stories have been 
published for 75 years, and that it is fictional in some of 
them that the brothers use cell phones. In explaining the 
tenets of a discredited scientific theory, we may convert it 
into a fiction, speaking as though we accept it as true. An 
example: “Vulcan is a planet in our solar system between 
Uranus and Neptune.” 

Pretense theorists propose to understand other kinds 
of apparent references to fictional objects and nonexis¬ 
tents as merely pretended, or at least as less than straight¬ 
forwardly literal. Evaluating such proposals is not easy. 
Apparent references to wished-for children, failed scien¬ 
tific posits, and claims of existence and nonexistence 
often lack any apparent tongue-in-cheek flavor. But pre¬ 
tending, like other psychological states and processes, 
need not be explicit, conscious, or open to introspection. 
That people are engaging in pretense may be the conclu¬ 
sion of inferences to the best explanation. Moreover, there 
is room for adjusting or refining the notion of pretense, 
or replacing it with something weaker. Some pretense 
theorists prefer to characterize speakers as merely making 
as if referring to something. 

In the end, what matters is the success of one or 
another variant of the pretense theory as a whole and 
how it compares to its competitors. 

See also Existence; Fictionalism; Meinong, Alexius; Real¬ 
ism; Russell, Bertrand Arthur William. 
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NON-LOCALITY 

LOCAL PHYSICAL MAGNITUDES 

Non-locality, as the term suggests, is best approached via 
the notion of locality. As it will be seen, the notion of 


locality as it appears in physics has several components, 
but the foundational component is that of a local state in 
space-time. If one conceives of space-time as a four¬ 
dimensional (or eleven- or twenty-six-dimensional) 
manifold, one can think of covering the manifold with 
overlapping open neighborhoods, such that every point is 
contained within at least one neighborhood. One can also 
imagine indefinitely shrinking the size of the neighbor¬ 
hoods and indefinitely increasing their number. For any 
particular neighborhood, the intuitive notion of a neigh¬ 
borhood-local state is a physical state that depends only 
on what is inside the neighborhood. To get a more formal 
handle on this, a necessary condition for a neighbor¬ 
hood-local state is that the values of quantities for such a 
state put no constraints on the values of neighborhood- 
local states for any nonoverlapping neighborhoods. By 
this criterion, familiar physical properties, like the loca¬ 
tions and velocities of particles or the values of electric 
fields, are neighborhood-local, while global physical 
properties, like the total charge of the universe, are not. (It 
is tempting to try to take this notion to the limit, where 
the neighborhoods become punctate, but this leads to 
many technical problems that are unrelated to the basic 
notion.) 

Classical physics has many neighborhood-local 
quantities: for example, mass and charge densities, field 
strengths, velocities and accelerations, and the relativistic 
space-time metric. Anything represented by a tensor in a 
classical theory will be, by this account, neighborhood- 
local. Indeed, in classical physics it appears that all non- 
neighborhood-local quantities, such as the total charge of 
the universe, are functions of the neighborhood-local 
ones in the following sense: Cover the space-time mani¬ 
fold with open neighborhoods in any way one likes and 
specify the neighborhood-local quantities in each neigh¬ 
borhood and the neighborhood-local quantities in all 
intersections of neighborhoods, and one will thereby fix 
the value of the global quantities. Given the charge in 
every little patch, and in the intersections of all the little 
patches, the total charge of the universe follows. 

Physics textbooks do not typically present the notion 
of neighborhood-locality in this way: They rather get at it 
via an account of coordinatizing the manifold. Rather 
than demanding a single, global coordinate system that 
completely covers a manifold (which in many cases will 
not exist), one is rather required only to break up the 
manifold into overlapping neighborhoods (each of which 
is topologically simple) and to coordinatize each neigh¬ 
borhood. The coordinatization of each neighborhood is 
called a chart, and a collection of charts for neighbor- 
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hoods that cover the manifold is called an atlas. In addi¬ 
tion, one is required to specify how the coordinates 
assigned to a point in one chart are related to the coordi¬ 
nates assigned by any other chart in which the point 
occurs. That is, one is required to specify how the differ¬ 
ent coordinate systems relate to one another where they 
overlap. The assumption that all the physics is ultimately 
neighborhood-local is then essentially the supposition 
that physical states can be assigned to each charted neigh¬ 
borhood such that the total physical state of the universe 
is determined by the information in the atlas. One can say 
that in such a case the total physics is neighborhood- 
local. 

The neighborhood-locality of physics accepts the 
physical reality of many global properties, such as the 
total charge. It also accepts the physical reality of more 
subtle global properties. Consider, for example, a cylinder 
and a Mobius strip. In a certain sense, a cylinder and a 
Mobius strip can be made to match locally: each can be 
divided into overlapping neighborhoods such that every 
neighborhood of the Mobius strip is exactly like the cor¬ 
responding neighborhood of the cylinder. In this sense, 
the twist in the Mobius strip is not located anywhere in 
particular: it is a global rather than local feature of the 
space. Nonetheless, one could tell from an atlas whether 
one was dealing with a cylinder or a Mobius strip. Begin, 
for example, by drawing an F on one chart. The chart 
contains enough information to determine how the F 
could move rigidly in the neighborhood covered by the 
chart. So one could move it into a region that overlaps 
another chart, and the functions relating the chart would 
show how the F shows up in the new region. Continuing 
in this way, one could determine from the information in 
the atlas what the result of any rigid motion of the F 
would be. On a Mobius strip, some such motion will 
bring the F back to the original neighborhood mirror- 
reflected, while on a cylinder this can never happen. 

The notion of neighborhood-locality is therefore 
quite broad: all of classical physics and relativity theory 
(both special and general) count as neighborhood-local 
in this way. One’s commonsense picture of the world is 
also neighborhood-local. Albert Einstein powerfully 
expressed the notion of neighborhood-locality this way: 
It is ... characteristic of ... physical objects that 
they are thought of as arranged in a space-time 
continuum. An essential aspect of this arrange¬ 
ment of things in physics is that they lay claim, 
at a certain time, to an existence independent of 
one another, provided these objects “are situated 
in different parts of space.” Unless one makes 


this kind of assumption about the existence (the 
“being-thus”) of objects which are far apart 
from one another in space—which stems in the 
first place from everyday thinking—physical 
thinking in the familiar sense would not be pos¬ 
sible. ... This principle has been carried to 
extremes in the field theory by localizing the ele¬ 
mentary objects on which it is based and which 
exist independently of each other, as well as the 
elementary laws which have been postulated for 
it, in the infinitely small (four-dimensional) ele¬ 
ments of space. 

(in Born 1971, p. 170) 

If one reads “situated in different parts of space” as “situ¬ 
ated in nonoverlapping neighborhoods,” and under¬ 
stands the “existence (the being-thus)” as the demand 
that the physical state defined on one neighborhood puts 
no constraint on the physical state in a nonoverlapping 
neighborhood, one sees that Einstein is expressing the 
same idea. 

Suppose that physics is neighborhood-local in the 
sense that the physical information provided in any atlas 
is complete (determines all the physical properties of the 
universe). This appears to be a mild constraint, seeing as 
it takes in all of classical physics and relativity. It is hard 
to see, in fact, how the postulate of neighborhood locality 
puts any real empirical constraint on a theory: Could not 
any set of phenomena be accounted for by a neighbor- 
hood-local physics? As it will be seen, this is correct: To 
get an empirical constraint one will have to add on to 
neighborhood-locality in this sense. However, the postu¬ 
late of neighborhood-locality does do something: It 
implies that, for any region in space-time, there is some¬ 
thing that counts as the physical state of that region. 
Recall the twin requirements: The physical state in any 
neighborhood should not put any constraints on the 
physical state in a nonoverlapping neighborhood and the 
totality of physical states in an atlas (including appropri¬ 
ate information about overlapping charts) should deter¬ 
mine the total physical state of the universe. Meeting 
these requirements demands that many well-defined 
quantities cannot count as local. For example, although 
the center of mass of the solar system is, one may sup¬ 
pose, always located at some particular point in space, it 
does not count as a part of the local physical state of that 
space. For taking a small neighborhood that contains that 
point, one cannot specify that the center of mass of the 
solar system occupies that point without thereby con¬ 
straining the physical state of the nonoverlapping neigh¬ 
borhoods that contain the sun and planets. 
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If the requirement of neighborhood-locality is so 
mild, why was Einstein concerned with it? Because, taken 
at face value, the quantum theory rejects neighborhood- 
locality. Consider a pair of particles in the singlet state 

l/V2|x-up> R |x-down> L - l/V2|x-down> R |x-up> L 

where the particle on the right and the particle on the left 
are far apart, in different regions of space. Then one’s 
atlas could contain a neighborhood that includes particle 
R but not particle L, and a nonoverlapping neighborhood 
that contains L but not R. And the requirement of neigh¬ 
borhood-locality would then demand the existence of 
some physical state that can be assigned to (the neighbor¬ 
hood containing) R that puts no constraint on the state of 
L, and a state that can be assigned to L that puts no con¬ 
straint on the state of R, such that from these two local 
states the singlet state for the pair can be recovered. 

The singlet state itself cannot be used for this pur¬ 
pose: It makes reference to both particles and requires for 
its existence the existence of both particles. There is a 
well-defined state that quantum mechanics associates 
with particle R alone: It is called the reduced state for R 
from the singlet state. The reduced state supplies enough 
information to make quantum-mechanical (probabilis¬ 
tic) predictions for the result of any experiment carried 
out on R alone. There is a similar reduced state for L. 
These states are, mathematically speaking, mixed quan¬ 
tum mechanical states. 

Why, then, can one not take the reduced state for R 
to be its neighborhood-local state, and the reduced state 
for L to be its neighborhood-local state, and do the 
physics using these? The reason is because different joint 
quantum mechanical states for the pair of particles give 
rise to exactly the same pair of reduced states for R and L, 
and these different joint states make different predictions 
for some measurements that involve both particles. For 
example, the singlet state is mathematically distinct from 
the m = 0 triplet state 

l/V2|x-up> R |x-up> L + l/V2|x-down> R |x-down> L . 

Furthermore, the m = 0 triplet state makes different pre¬ 
dictions for the pair: If one measures the spin of both 
particles in the x-direction, the singlet state predicts that 
the outcomes on the two sides will be different, while the 
m = 0 triplet state predicts they will come out the same. 
Even so, the reduced states for R and L that can be derived 
from these are identical (they both predict a 50 percent 
chance for the measurement of x-spin to be up). So one 
cannot use the joint state as a neighborhood-local state, 


and one cannot use the reduced states as neighborhood- 
local states (and recover the full physical state of the pair 
from the atlas), and quantum mechanics provides no 
other states one can use. 

What Einstein saw was that quantum mechanics is 
not neighborhood-local on account of the entanglement 
of states for spatially separated systems. And since Ein¬ 
stein thought that physics must be neighborhood-local, 
he thought quantum mechanics must not be giving one a 
complete account of the physical states of things. 

NON-LOCALITY AND EXPERIMENT 

So far, all one has is a remark about the formalism of 
quantum mechanics, not about the empirical predictions 
of quantum mechanics. However, Einstein saw that the 
peculiar entanglement of quantum-mechanical states 
forced another kind of non-locality on the standard 
quantum mechanical accounts of experiments. 

Consider a pair of separated particles in the singlet 
state. Given only that state, the quantum formalism per¬ 
mits no definite predictions about the outcome of an x- 
spin measurement on either side: For each individual 
particle, quantum mechanics assigns a 50 percent proba¬ 
bility for each possible outcome. If the quantum descrip¬ 
tion is complete and leaves no physical facts about the 
particle out of account, then these probabilities must 
reflect objective indeterminacy in nature: Nothing in the 
universe determines which outcome will occur. Nonethe¬ 
less, as Einstein saw, quantum theory does make a per¬ 
fectly definite prediction: Whatever the outcome of the 
experiments on the two particles, the results for the pair 
will be opposite—one will yield x-spin up and the other 
x-spin down (in the m = 0 triplet state, the results are 
instead guaranteed to be the same). So the question is: If 
nothing in the whole universe determines what the result 
of measuring the particle on the right will be, and if the 
particle on the left can be arbitrarily far away, what could 
possibly ensure that the outcome on the left will be the 
opposite of that on the right? 

In the standard quantum formalism, this correlation 
between the outcomes is secured by the collapse of the 
wave function: when the particle on the right displays, for 
example, x-spin up, then the overall quantum state for the 
pair suddenly changes from l/V2|x-up> R |x-down> L - 
l/V2|x-down> R |x-up> L to |x-up> R |x-down> L . Because 
of the non-locality of the wave function, this change is a 
change not only in the physical state of particle R but a 
change in the state of particle L as well. When particle R 
displays x-spin up, particle L changes from a state of 
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indefinite x-spin to a state of definite x-spin down. It is by 
this “spooky action-at-a-distance” that the standard 
quantum interpretation manages to secure the correla¬ 
tion in spins between distant particles, neither of which is 
initially in a definite spin state. 

There are several ways in which the wave collapse is 
“spooky.” One is that is it unmediated: The measurement 
on the right influences the state on the left without the aid 
of any particles or waves traveling between the two sides. 
However, more important, the collapse is instantaneous: 
Even if there were mediating particles or waves, they 
would have to travel faster than light. This last property 
seems to contradict the theory of relativity. Einstein 
rejected the quantum theory because of this feature. He 
saw that, in this particular case, the spooky action-at-a- 
distance is not required by the empirical phenomena: The 
perfect correlations can be easily explained in a neighbor- 
hood-local physics without resorting to any direct causal 
connection between the two sides. One need only sup¬ 
pose (as the quantum theory does not) that the results of 
the spin measurements are predetermined by the local 
state of each electron and that the electrons are created in 
states in which they are disposed to give the opposite out¬ 
comes to all spin measurements. 

Putting Einstein’s two requirements together, one 
can now specify what it is for a theory to be simply local: 
First, all the fundamental physical properties of the the¬ 
ory should be neighborhood-local, and second, no phys¬ 
ical influences in the theory should be allowed to 
propagate faster than light. (One could also add that 
causal connections between events should be mediated by 
continuous processes, but that is not needed for the 
sequel.) Einstein’s argument against quantum theory as 
complete is that taking it to be complete requires that one 
treat the physics as non-local, even though the phenom¬ 
ena do not force non-locality on the theory. Einstein 
thought it perverse to insist that the theory is complete 
instead of trying to supersede it by a local theory that 
recovered all the same empirical predictions. 

A local theory can be either deterministic or indeter¬ 
ministic. In a deterministic theory, every event is deter¬ 
mined by the physical state that precedes it, and in a local 
deterministic theory, those determining factors cannot be 
so far away that it would require a superluminal influence 
for them to have their effect. Putting these together, it fol¬ 
lows that in a local deterministic theory, every event is 
determined by the neighborhood-local state on its past 
light cone. 

In an indeterministic local theory, an event need not 
be determined by the physical state of its past light cone, 


but the probability for the event will be. Furthermore, 
nothing outside the past light cone can have any influence 
on the event. That is, conditionalizing an event on the 
state of its past light cone should yield a probability that 
is screened off from any further information about events 
at space-like separation. (The probability will not be 
screened off from events in the future light cone, which 
can be effects of the event in question.) So positing that a 
theory is local is not the same as positing that it is deter¬ 
ministic, but it puts definite mathematical constraints on 
the nature of any local theory, whether deterministic or 
indeterministic. What Einstein had argued, in the 1935 
Einstein, Boris Podolsky, and Nathan Rosen (EPR) paper, 
was that quantum mechanics is an indeterministic, non¬ 
local theory, but the sorts of correlations he discussed 
admit a deterministic, local explanation. And despite Ein¬ 
stein’s oft-cited remarks about God’s gambling habits, it 
was the spooky action-at-a-distance, the non-locality, 
that was the focus of his criticism in the EPR paper. As it 
turns out, if one is to recover the perfect EPR correlations 
with a local theory, it must also be a local deterministic 
theory (otherwise the correlations will not be perfect), 
but recovering determinism is not the main issue. 

BELL’S THEOREM AND LOCALITY 

What Einstein did not realize is that although the perfect 
correlations he discussed can be recovered by a local the¬ 
ory, the full range of quantum mechanical predictions 
cannot be recovered by any local theory. This was proven 
in 1964 by John Bell. Bell demonstrated that the predic¬ 
tions of any local theory, deterministic or indeterministic, 
must satisfy a certain statistical constraint called Bell’s 
inequality. Furthermore, the predictions of the quantum 
theory violate that inequality, and the violations have 
been experimentally confirmed in the laboratory. So the 
non-locality of quantum theory is not just an artifact of 
the quantum formalism: It is a physical aspect of nature. 

Although in principle a neighborhood-local theory 
could predict violations of Bell’s inequality (by use of 
neighborhood-local items that travel faster than light), 
the only presently existing accounts of physical non¬ 
locality employ the quantum wave function, which is not 
a neighborhood-local object. The role of the wave func¬ 
tion differs from interpretation to interpretation, but in 
every case it is the wave function that secures the viola¬ 
tion of locality and the superluminal physical connection 
between the distant particles. 

It is a first-order technical problem to reconcile the 
non-locality of quantum theory with the space-time 
structure postulated by the theory of relativity. The sim- 
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plest way to construct a non-local theory is to add a pre¬ 
ferred foliation of space-time to the relativistic picture, 
thereby violating the spirit of relativistic physics. Such a 
foliation also allows for a straightforward causal account 
of the phenomena: Intraction with one of the particles is 
the cause of a change of behavior in the other. It is, how¬ 
ever, feasible (although quite tricky) to construct theories 
that achieve non-locality but employ only the relativistic 
space-time structure. In these cases, it appears that stan¬ 
dard causal locutions cannot the recovered: there is a real 
physical connection between space-like separated events, 
but one cannot identify one of the events particularly as a 
cause and the other as an effect. 

See also Bell, John, and Bell’s Theorem; Einstein, Albert; 
Philosophy of Physics; Quantum Mechanics; Relativity 
Theory; Space; Time. 
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NON-MONOTONIC LOGIC 

Modern symbolic logic was developed beginning in the 
latter part of the nineteenth century for the purpose of 
formalizing mathematical reasoning, in particular that 
process by which mathematicians arrive at conclusions 
on the basis of a small number of distinct basic princi¬ 
ples. This kind of reasoning is characterized by a particu¬ 
lar type of cogency: The conclusions are not merely 
probable or plausible on the basis of whatever evidential 
support the basic principles might provide, but certain 
and indubitable. In particular mathematical reasoning 
enjoys a property referred to as monotonicity by modern 
logicians: if a conclusion follows from given premises A, 
B, C, ... then it also follows from any larger set of prem¬ 
ises, as long as the original premises A, B, C, ...are 
included. 


By contrast in many instances of ordinary or every¬ 
day reasoning, people arrive at conclusions only tenta¬ 
tively, based on partial or incomplete information, 
reserving the right to retract those conclusions should 
they learn new facts. Such reasoning is often called defea¬ 
sible or non-monotonic, precisely because the set of 
accepted conclusions can become smaller when the set of 
premises is expanded. 

Taxonomies provide a rich source of examples of 
defeasible reasoning (but they are not by any means the 
only source). Suppose for instance that you are told that 
Stellaluna is a mammal. It is then natural to infer that 
Stellaluna does not fly, because mammals by and large are 
not capable of flight. But upon learning that Stellaluna is 
a bat, such a conclusion is retracted in favor of its oppo¬ 
site. In turn even the new conclusion can be retracted 
upon learning that Stellaluna is a baby bat and so on, in 
complex retraction patterns that seem to cry out for sys¬ 
tematization. 

The aim of non-monotonic logic is precisely that of 
providing such a systematization. There is, in fact, no one 
thing which is called “non-monotonic logic,” but rather a 
family of different formalisms, with different mathemat¬ 
ical properties and degrees of material adequacy, that aim 
to capture and represent such patterns of defeasible rea¬ 
soning. 

A broad class of non-monotonic formalisms can 
be characterized as “consistency-based” approaches. 
The name is derived from the fact that while all non¬ 
monotonic formalisms deal with conflicts between new 
facts and tentative conclusions in the same way (the facts 
win and the conclusions are retracted), some of these for¬ 
malisms also allow for potential conflicts between the 
tentative conclusions themselves (and then they might 
differ as to the way this second kind of conflicts are han¬ 
dled). 

Non-monotonic inheritance networks provide a 
consistency-based formalism developed for the purpose 
of representing taxonomies. A non-monotonic inheri¬ 
tance network is a collection of nodes (each associated 
with a particular taxonomic category) and directed links 
between nodes, representing the subsumption relation 
between categories. Suppose for instance that you are told 
by a reliable (but fallible) source that Nixon is both a 
Quaker and a Republican, and that while Quakers by and 
large are pacifists, Republicans are not. The network cor¬ 
responding to this situation is given below: 
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Pacifist 



Obviously here we have a conflict between the two poten¬ 
tial conclusions that Nixon both is and is not a pacifist. 
Steps need to be taken to maintain consistency. We will 
not go into detail here, but in general one can take a cred¬ 
ulous approach and endorse one or the other conclusion, 
or one can take a skeptical approach and in the presence of 
conflict refrain from endorsing either conclusion. 

Sometimes, special considerations such as specificity 
can be brought to bear on the resolution of conflicts in 
other inheritance networks. In the Stellaluna example 
above for instance one wants to conclude that bats fly 
(because information about bats is more specific than 
information about mammals) but that Stellaluna does 
not (because information about baby bats is more spe¬ 
cific than information about bats). A network represent¬ 
ing the situation is given below: 



Inheritance networks are not well suited to deal with 
complex information (e.g., disjunctive or conjunctive 
statements). For this reason a more expressive formalism, 
default logic was developed. The basic representation for¬ 
malism of default logic is the default inference rule, a rule 
of the form A : B / C, whose intended interpretation is 
that if A is known, and we have no reason to reject B (i.e., 
B is consistent with our knowledge base), then we can 


conclude C. Default logic provides a way for the consis¬ 
tency condition to be satisfied both before and after the 
default rule is applied. 

Among the approaches to non-monotonic logic that 
are not consistency based, one needs to mention circum¬ 
scription, which is based on the idea that many instances 
of defeasible reasoning have to do with the minimization 
of certain predicates, particularly those representing the 
set of exceptions to a given generalization. Circumscrip¬ 
tion uses the expressive power of second-order logic to 
ensure that any generalization has as few exceptions as 
possible. So, for instance, in the absence of information to 
the effect that bats are exceptional mammals, one would 
conclude that they do not fly, but when that information 
is adjoined to our knowledge base, circumscription 
immediately accounts for the exception. 

See also Computationalism; Logic, History of: Modern 
Logic; Mathematics, Foundations of. 
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NONNATURALISM 

See Ethics, History of; Ethics, Problems of; Moore, 
George Edward 

NONREDUCTIVE 

PHYSICALISM 

Beginning the 1960s Hilary Putnam, Jerry Fodor, and 
Richard Boyd, among others, developed a type of materi¬ 
alism that denies reductionist claims. In this view, expla¬ 
nations, natural kinds, and properties in psychology do 
not reduce to counterparts in more basic sciences, such as 
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neurophysiology or physics (Putnam 1967, 1974; Fodor 
1974; Boyd 1980a). Nevertheless, all token psychological 
entities—states, processes, and faculties—are either iden¬ 
tical with (Fodor 1974) or just wholly constituted of 
(Boyd 1980a) physical entities, ultimately out of token 
entities over which microphysics quantifies. This view 
was soon widely endorsed and since then has persisted as 
an attractive alternative to reductionist and eliminativist 
forms of materialism. Reductionists, notably Jaegwon 
Kim, have raised a series of serious objections to this 
position, to which nonreductivists have responded, 
thereby developing the view more thoroughly. 

IRREDUCIBILITY, MULTIPLE 
REALIZABILITY, AND EXPLANATION 

In his early argument for nonreductive materialism, Put¬ 
nam adduces the phenomenon of multiple realizability as 
its main justification (Putnam 1967). Kinds or types of 
mental states can be realized by many kinds of neuro¬ 
physiological states, and perhaps by many kinds of non- 
neurophysiological states, and for this reason they do not 
reduce to kinds of neurophysiological states. Multiple 
realizability also has a key role in Fodor’s more general 
argument against reductionism in the special sciences 
(Fodor 1974). Consider a law in some special science: 

causes S 2 x 

where S, and S 2 are natural kind-predicates in that sci¬ 
ence. A standard model for reduction requires that every 
kind featured in this law be identified with a kind in the 
reducing science, by way of bridge principles. Bridge 
principles might translate kind-predicates in one science 
into those of a more basic one, or they might specify a 
metaphysical relation, such as being identical with or 
being a necessary and sufficient condition for , between the 
kinds of one science and those of the reducing science. 
But in some cases, Fodor contends, the sort of bridge 
principle required for reducibility will not be available. If 
kinds in psychology, for instance, are multiply realizable 
in an indefinite variety of ways at the neurophysiological 
level, purported bridge principles for relating psycholog¬ 
ical to neurophysiological kinds will involve open-ended 
disjunctions. These purported bridge principles will be of 
the form: 

Pj = Nj vN 2 vN 3 ... 

which states that a certain psychological state, Pj, is iden¬ 
tical with an open-ended disjunction of neurophysiolog¬ 
ical states, N[ v N 2 v N 3 ... , or 


Pj^Nj vN 2 vN,.„ 

which states that a certain psychological state is necessary 
and sufficient for an open-ended disjunction of neuro¬ 
physiological states. Fodor argues that because open- 
ended disjunctions of kinds in neurophysiology are not 
natural neurophysiological kinds, psychological kinds 
cannot be reduced to neurophysiological kinds. Fodor’s 
reason for denying that such disjunctions are not natural 
kinds is that they cannot appear in laws, and they cannot 
appear in laws because “laws” involving such disjunctions 
are not explanatory. Such “laws” are not explanatory 
because they do not satisfy our interests in explanation. 
Fodor’s argument for irreducibility, then, appeals to the 
fact that purported explanations for psychological phe¬ 
nomena are unsatisfying when couched in terms of open- 
ended disjunctions. 

One reductionist reply is that these open-ended dis¬ 
junctions nevertheless constitute genuine laws and expla¬ 
nations, even if they fail to meet certain subjective 
requirements. If only we were capable of taking in more 
information at once, we wouldn’t have any trouble 
regarding open-ended disjunctive “laws” as genuine laws 
(Jaworski 2002). That people fail to find laws satisfying 
when they contain open-ended disjunctions may simply 
show a failing on our part, rather than a failing of the 
putative laws. This standard argument for nonreductive 
materialism appears to rely on a certain formal prescrip¬ 
tion for laws and explanations—that they cannot contain 
disjunctive properties, or at least not wildly disjunctive 
properties. 

But even if the formal argument fails, multiple real¬ 
izability can still sustain an important component of 
nonreductive materialism. In general, whether or not a 
property is multiply realizable can indicate the level at 
which it should be classified. Is the kind corkscrew a kind 
of steel thing? No, for it also has a possible aluminum 
realization. Is the kind believing that cats are nearby a neu¬ 
ral kind of thing? If mental states are also realizable in sil¬ 
icon, then no. Multiple realizability might then provide 
the key to precluding classification of mental states as 
essentially neural, or as essentially classified at some lower 
level yet. 

Kim argues that multiple realizability might fail to 
undermine reductionism for a different reason. He con¬ 
tends that a higher-level property is precisely as pro- 
jectible as the disjunction that expresses its multiply 
realizable character at a more basic level, and thus a gen¬ 
eralization involving such disjunctive properties is just as 
lawlike as the higher-level generalization that it was 
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meant to reduce (Kim 1992). The reason is that a higher- 
level property is nomically equivalent to such a disjunc¬ 
tive property. Nomic equivalence might be defined in this 
way: properties F and G are nomically equivalent if they 
are coextensive in all possible worlds compatible with the 
laws of nature. If Kim is right, then Fodor’s formal argu¬ 
ment does not appear to be sound, for it relies on the pos¬ 
sibility that generalizations involving a higher-level 
property be lawlike whereas those involving the corre¬ 
sponding disjunctive property are not. But furthermore, 
Kim contends that wildly disjunctive properties are not 
projectible, and hence higher-level properties that are 
nomically equivalent to such properties are not pro¬ 
jectible either. As a result, such higher-level properties 
cannot figure into laws, and they are not genuinely scien¬ 
tific kinds. 

The example of a disjunctive property Kim adduces 
to make his point is being jade. “Jade” is a category that 
comprises two mineralogical kinds, jadeite and nephrite, 
and hence being jade is the same property as being either 
jadeite or nephrite. As a result, being jade will not be pro¬ 
jectible. But in reply, being jade might turn out to be pro¬ 
jectible despite its underlying complexity. Ned Block 
points out that all samples of jade share certain appear¬ 
ance properties, similarities that give rise to a certain 
degree of projectibility (Block 1997). More generally, 
properties that are multiply realizable can yet be pro¬ 
jectible with respect to properties of selection, learning, 
and design. Because there are typically only a few ways in 
which entities of a particular higher-level type can be 
designed and produced, one can expect relatively broad 
similarities among these things that would render corre¬ 
sponding higher-level properties significantly projectible 
(Antony and Levine 1997). 

Thus the heterogeneity of the possible realizations of 
a property is compatible with their having significant fea¬ 
tures in common, features that will sustain the pro¬ 
jectibility of the property to some degree or other. This 
point is consistent with Kim’s claim that a higher-level 
property is precisely as projectible as the disjunctive 
property that comprises all of its possible realizations. 
One should not conclude from the heterogeneity of the 
possible realizations of a higher-level property that there 
is no feature that can undergird its projectibility—in fact, 
of both the higher-level property and of the disjunctive 
property that comprises all of its possible realizations. 
Indeed, the projectibility-sustaining feature of a kind 
could be a characteristic that is significantly homoge¬ 
neous across its heterogeneous realizations, one that 


might instantiate a unitary causal power at the level of 
description of the kind (Pereboom 2002). 

FUNCTIONALISM AND MENTAL 
CAUSATION 

By way of objecting to Kim’s reductionism, Block asks: 
“What is common to the pains of dogs and people (and 
all other species) in virtue of which they are pains?” 
(Block 1980, pp. 178-179). In reply to this concern, Kim 
points out that nonreductive materialists typically argue 
from a functionalist perspective, and that functionalists 
characterize mental states solely in terms of purely rela¬ 
tional features of those states. Functionalism identifies 
mental state types with type-level dispositions to cause 
mental states and behavioral outputs given perceptual 
inputs and mental states—with the understanding that 
these dispositions are purely relational: that they are to be 
analyzed in terms of causal relations to perceptual inputs, 
behavioral outputs, and other mental states, and no 
intrinsic mental components. Functionalists claim that 
what all pains would have in common, by virtue of which 
they are all pains, is a pattern of such relations described 
by some functional specification. Kim then argues that in 
providing an answer to Block’s question, the local reduc¬ 
tionist—the one who opts for species- or structure- 
specific reductionism—is no worse off than the function¬ 
alist. Both are committed to the claim that there is no 
nonrelational or intrinsic property of pain that all pains 
have in common, and both can specify only shared rela¬ 
tional properties (Kim 1992). 

Kim implies that a functional specification does not 
provide a genuinely satisfactory answer to Block’s ques¬ 
tion (Kim 1999). On the nonreductive view, if M is a 
mental property and B is its neural or microphysical base, 
then realizers for M can be found in B (at the level of B). 
This position allows that nondisjunctive realizing proper¬ 
ties might be found in B for individual species- or struc¬ 
ture-types—as long as there is no well-behaved (not 
wildly disjunctive) property in B that realizes every possi¬ 
ble instance of M. The nonreductive materialist claims 
that none of this entails a genuine reduction of M to 
properties in B. As Kim assumes, the standard strategy for 
preserving M as meeting these specifications is to envi¬ 
sion M as a functional mental property. But in Kim’s 
view, the problem with the functionalist picture is that 
the causal powers of any instance of M will be causal 
powers in the physical base—they will not, at the token 
level, be irreducibly mental causal powers (Kim 1992, 
Block 1990). Hence functionalism cannot preserve the 
view that there exist causal powers that are in the last 
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analysis irreducibly mental, and it is thus incompatible 
with a genuinely robust nonreductive materialism about 
the mental. Furthermore, Kim points out that given the 
genuine multiple realizability of the property M, the 
causal powers of the realizers of M in B will exhibit sig¬ 
nificant causal and nomological diversity, and for this 
reason the causal powers of M will exhibit such diversity. 
Thus, in his estimation, M will be unfit to figure in laws, 
and is thereby disqualified as a useful scientific property. 
He concludes that the functionalist model cannot protect 
m as a property with a role in scientific laws and explana¬ 
tions. 

However, there is available a nonfunctionalist 
account of these higher-level powers that nevertheless 
remains nonreductive (Pereboom 1991, 2002). Function¬ 
alists typically maintain that the causal powers that have 
a role in explaining the dispositional features of mental 
states are nondispositional properties of their realization 
bases. For example, many suppose that nondispositional 
neural properties, which instantiate neural causal powers, 
would serve to explain why being pinched causes wincing 
behavior. But if these causal powers are all nonmental, a 
robust sort of nonreductive materialist account of the 
mental is precluded, for then none of the causal powers 
would be essentially mental themselves. By contrast, the 
nonreductivist might endorse intrinsic mental properties 
that instantiate specifically mental causal powers (Pere¬ 
boom 1991, 2002; Van Gulick 1993). Such a view would 
be incompatible with functionalism. It need not deny that 
there exist functional mental properties, or, more gener¬ 
ally, relational properties of mental states, but it would 
endorse nonfunctional mental properties that, by virtue 
of the causal powers they instantiate, play an important 
part in explaining dispositional features of mental state 
types. 

Consider the example of a ball piston engine, the 
most recent version of the rotary internal combustion 
engine, which has a specific internal structural configura¬ 
tion. Characteristic of this engine is its having parts with 
particular shapes and rigidities, and these parts must be 
arranged in a particular way. These features are mani¬ 
festly not functional relations that such an engine stands 
in; rather, they constitute intrinsic characteristics of this 
type of engine. At the same time, these characteristics are 
multiply realizable. The parts of the engine can be made 
of material of different sorts—as long as the material can 
yield, for example, the required shapes and rigidities. The 
ball piston engine, then, has nonfunctionalist intrinsic 
structural properties that instantiate its causal powers, 
but nevertheless admit distinct realizations. 


Similarly, it might be that the heterogeneous physical 
realizations of the dog’s and the human’s belief that cats 
are nearby exhibit a structure of a single type that is 
intrinsic to this kind of mental state, a structure that 
instantiates the causal powers of this belief. This structure 
may be more abstract than any specific sort of neural 
structure, given that it can be realized in distinct sorts of 
neural systems (Boyd 1999). Perhaps this same structure 
can be realized in a silicon-based electronic system, and 
such a system could then also have the belief. Imagine a 
silicon system that replicates the capacities of and inter¬ 
connections among neurons in a human brain as closely 
as possible, and suppose this system is excited to mimic as 
nearly as possible what happens when a human being has 
this belief about cats. It is possible that this silicon state 
would realize the same belief, and have a structure that, 
conceived at a certain level of abstraction, is similar 
enough to the structure of the ordinary neural system for 
both to count as examples of the same type of structure. 
In this case and more generally, one does not seem forced 
to retreat to mere functional resemblance prior to inves¬ 
tigating whether the relevant similarities extend to intrin¬ 
sic properties. 

EXPLANATORY EXCLUSION 

According to nonreductive materialism, an event such as 
Jerry’s feeding the cat (M2) will have a psychological 
explanation in terms of a complex of mental states— 
beliefs and desires he has (Ml). Each of Ml and M2 will 
be wholly constituted of microphysical events (PI and P2 
respectively), and there will be a microphysical explana¬ 
tion of P2 in terms of PI. The explanation of M2 by Ml 
will not reduce to the explanation of P2 by P1. Underly¬ 
ing the irreducibility of this explanation is that Ml is not 
type-identical with PI, and that M2 is not type-identical 
with P2. 

This picture gives rise to a pressing question: What is 
the relationship between the microphysical and psycho¬ 
logical explanations for M2? In particular, given that both 
sorts of explanation refer to causal powers, what is the 
relationship between the causal powers to which the 
microphysical explanation appeals and those to which the 
psychological explanation appeals? Here is where Kim’s 
challenge from causal or explanatory exclusion enters in 
(Kim 1987, 1998). If a microphysical account yields a 
causal explanation of the microphysical constitution of 
M2, then it will also provide a causal explanation of M2 
itself. How might there also be a distinct psychological 
causal explanation of this action? Kim argues that it is 
implausible that the psychological explanation appeals to 
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causal powers sufficient for the event to occur, and at the 
same time the microphysical explanation appeals to dis¬ 
tinct causal powers also sufficient for the event to occur, 
as a result of which the event is overdetermined. It is also 
implausible that each of these distinct sets of causal pow¬ 
ers yields a partial cause of the event, and that each by 
itself would be insufficient for the event to occur. 

By the solution to this problem that Kim develops, 
real causal powers exist at the microphysical level, and so 
the microphysical explanations refer to real microphysical 
causal powers. Only if psychological explanations in 
some sense reduce to microphysical explanations does it 
turn out that the psychological explanations also appeal 
to real causal powers—these causal powers will then ulti¬ 
mately be microphysical. Psychological explanations that 
do not reduce to microphysical explanations will fail to 
refer to causal powers, and thus will have some dimin¬ 
ished status—such explanations might express regulari¬ 
ties without at the same time referring to causal powers. 
This strategy solves the exclusion problem because if the 
causal powers to which the psychological explanation 
appeals are identical with those to which the microphysi¬ 
cal explanation appeals, then there will be no genuine 
competition between explanations, and if the psycholog¬ 
ical explanations do not refer to causal powers at all, there 
will be no competition either. However, this solution, 
which Kim believes is the only possible solution to the 
problem he raises, would rule out any nonreductive view 
about mental causal powers. 

Various proposals have been advanced in the name 
of nonreductive materialism according to which mental 
properties are causally relevant or causally explanatory, 
without being causally efficacious as mental properties. 
Such views, like Kim’s, claim that all causal efficacy is 
nonmental (for example, Jackson and Pettit 1990). As 
Kim points out, these proposals do not amount to a 
robust sort of nonreductive materialism, which would 
preserve the claim that mental properties, as mental 
properties, are causally efficacious (Kim 1998). 

What sort of response might the advocate of the 
robust view provide? First, in Kim’s conception, any token 
causal powers of a higher-level property at a time will be 
identical with some token (micro)physical causal powers. 
There would be no token causal powers distinct from 
token microphysical causal powers, and this would pre¬ 
clude any robust nonreductive materialism. Higher-level 
kinds and explanations would at best group token micro¬ 
physical causal powers in a way that does not correspond 
to the classifications of microphysics itself (Kim 1998, 
Horgan 1997). Such a classification might be of value for 


prediction, but there would remain no sense in which 
there exist causal powers that are not microphysical. 

However, is token mental state M identical with P, its 
actual token microphysical realization base? Suppose that 
M is realized by a complex neural state N. It is possible for 
M to be realized differently only in that a few neural path¬ 
ways are used that are token-distinct from those actually 
engaged. One need not rule at this point on whether the 
actual neural realization N is token-identical with this 
alternative—it might well be. But it is evident that this 
alternative neural realization is itself realized by a micro¬ 
physical state P* that is token-distinct from P. It is there¬ 
fore possible for M to be realized by a microphysical state 
not identical with P, and thus M is not identical with P. 
But furthermore, this reflection would also undermine a 
token-identity claim for mental causal powers—should 
they exist—and their underlying microphysical causal 
powers. For supposing that the token microphysical real¬ 
ization of M had been different, its token microphysical 
causal powers would also have been different. Conse¬ 
quently, there is good reason to suppose that any token 
mental causal powers of M would not be identical with 
the token microphysical causal powers of its realization 
(Boyd 1980a, Pereboom and Kornblith 1991, Pereboom 
2002 ). 

On this conception, a token mental state would have 
the mental causal powers it does ultimately by virtue of 
the token microphysical states of which it is constituted 
(setting aside any fundamentally relational causal pow¬ 
ers). For this reason it makes sense to say that token men¬ 
tal causal powers are wholly constituted by token 
microphysical causal powers. More generally, the causal 
powers of a token of kind F are constituted of the causal 
powers of a token of kind G just in case the token of kind 
F has the causal powers it does by virtue of its being con¬ 
stituted of a token of kind G. 

And now, just as no competition between explana¬ 
tions arises in the case of reduction and identity, compe¬ 
tition also does not arise in the case of mere constitution. 
For if the token of a higher-level causal power is currently 
wholly constituted by a complex of microphysical causal 
powers, there are two sets of causal powers at play that are 
constituted from precisely the same material (supposing 
that the most basic microphysical entities are constituted 
of themselves), and in this sense we might say that these 
powers coincide constitutionally. That they now coincide 
in this way might give rise to the thought that these causal 
powers are token-identical, but, as has been shown, there 
is a substantial argument that they are not. And because 
it is possible for there to be wholly constitutionally coin- 
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ciding causal powers that are not even token-identical, it 
is possible that there be two causal explanations for one 
event that do not exclude each other and at the same time 
do not reduce to a single explanation (Pereboom 2002). 

If identity and not just constitutional coincidence 
were necessary for explanatory noncompetition, then 
there would be features required for noncompetition that 
identity has and current constitutional coincidence does 
not. The candidate features would be constitutional coin¬ 
cidence at all other times, and constitutional coincidence 
at all other possible worlds, even now. But it is difficult to 
see how the token causal powers’ constitutional noncoin¬ 
cidence at some past time, or at some future time, or their 
merely possible constitutional noncoincidence even now 
would result in explanatory competition, whereas actual 
current constitutional coincidence in absence of any fea¬ 
tures of this sort (i.e., identity) would guarantee non¬ 
competition. 

Imagine that a person’s current token mental state M 
actually constitutionally coincides with token microphys¬ 
ical state P. Now assume with Kim that if M were identi¬ 
cal with P, and if their causal powers were identical, there 
would be no explanatory competition. Then if mere con¬ 
stitutional coincidence without identity resulted in 
explanatory competition, that would have to be because 
at some time in the past or in the future, or at some other 
possible world even now, M and P and their causal pow¬ 
ers are constitutionally noncoincident. Suppose that M 
would still exist even if a few neural pathways in its neu¬ 
ral realization were token-distinct from what they actu¬ 
ally are. These neural changes would render M’s 
microphysical realization base distinct from P, and thus 
M and P would be constitutionally noncoincident in 
some other possible world, and, similarly, mutatis mutan¬ 
dis (that is, the necessary changes having been made) for 
their causal powers. How could a possibility of this sort 
introduce explanatory competition? It would appear that 
actual current constitutional coincidence alone is rele¬ 
vant to securing noncompetition, and thus for this pur¬ 
pose constitutional coincidence without identity would 
serve as well as identity. Consequently, it would appear 
that available to the nonreductivist is a solution to the 
exclusion problem no less adequate than Kim’s own. 

THE THREAT OF EMERGENTISM 

Kim contends that nonreductive materialism is commit¬ 
ted to emergentism (sometimes called strong emergen- 
tism, which he thinks is a radical and implausible view. In 
his analysis, emergentism claims a distinction between 
two sorts of higher-level properties, resultant and emer¬ 


gent, that arise from the basal conditions of physical sys¬ 
tems (Kim 1999). The basal conditions of a physical sys¬ 
tem comprise (i) the basic particles that constitute the 
physical system, (ii) all the intrinsic properties of these 
particles, and (iii) the relations that configure these parti¬ 
cles into a structure. The higher-level properties that are 
merely resultant are simply and straightforwardly calcu¬ 
lated and theoretically predictable from the facts about its 
basal conditions—which presumably include the laws 
that govern the basal conditions—whereas those that are 
emergent cannot be calculated and predicted. Theoretical 
predictability contrasts with inductive predictability. 
Having regularly witnessed that an emergent property is 
realized by particular basal conditions, we would be able 
to predict this relationship, but this sort of inductive pre¬ 
dictability is not at issue. Rather, according to emergen¬ 
tism, knowledge of the basal conditions alone, no matter 
how complete, does not suffice to yield a prediction of an 
emergent property. 

Emergentism also endorses downward causation; it 
claims that higher-level states can have lower-level effects. 
Emergentism about the mental asserts that mental events 
can cause microphysical events. Plausibly, nonreductive 
materialism also countenances downward causation of 
this sort—Ml causes M2, but because M2 is wholly con¬ 
stituted of P2, Ml also causes P2. Kim thinks that by 
virtue of endorsing this sort of downward causation, 
nonreductive materialism is committed to emergentism. 

However, the nonreductive view’s allowing for 
downward causation is not by itself sufficient to render it 
emergentist. Endorsement of downward causation would 
indeed be radical if it also specified that mental proper¬ 
ties could effect changes in the laws that govern the 
microphysical level independently of any emergent prop¬ 
erties (call them the ordinary microphysical laws). Sup¬ 
posing that Ml were such an emergent mental property, 
Ml could cause P2 in such a way that P2 is no longer gov¬ 
erned by the ordinary microphysical laws, but instead by 
laws that take into account the special characteristics of 
the emergent properties, or no laws at all. But nothing 
essential to nonreductive materialism entails this radical 
variety of downward causation (Pereboom 2002). 

We might suppose that the capacity for altering the 
ordinary microphysical laws is what provides emergent 
properties with their distinctive nature. And this poten¬ 
tially explains why such properties would not be pre¬ 
dictable from the microphysical base together with these 
ordinary laws. Information about the ordinary laws and 
the microphysical base might be insufficient to predict 
the law-altering behavior of the higher-level property. But 
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there is no feature of the nonreductive model per se that 
renders higher-level properties any less theoretically pre¬ 
dictable than they would be on a reductive model. In each 
model, holding relational conditions fixed, a particular 
set of basal conditions will necessitate the same unique 
higher-level properties. The nonreductivist is no more 
committed to some factor that threatens theoretical pre¬ 
dictability, such as the capacity of higher-level properties 
to alter the ordinary microphysical laws, than is the 
reductionist. 

Arguably, therefore, nonreductive materialism can 
respond effectively to the most serious arguments made 
against it over the last forty years, and as a result, it 
remains a viable position about the nature of the mental. 

See also Functionalism; Mind-Body Problem; Multiple 
Realizability; Physicalism. 
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NON-TRUTH- 
CONDITIONAL MEANING 

There are two dominant approaches to semantics. One 
sees the task of semantics as to provide a systematic 
account of the truth conditions of (actual and potential) 
sentence uses. The other assumes that a use of a sentence 
expresses a statement (proposition, thought—terminol¬ 
ogy varies here), a statement being the sort of thing that 
can be asserted and believed, and also the sort of thing 
that, as a representation of how the world is, can be 
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assessed as true or false. The task of semantics, on this 
view, is systematically to spell out how sentence uses are 
associated with statements. 

While the aims of the two types of theories are dif¬ 
ferent, they are related. A use of a sentence to make a 
statement is, after all, presumably true (or false) in virtue 
of the truth (or falsity) of the statement made. Hence, to 
assign statements to sentence uses is to assign those uses 
truth conditions. Thus both approaches give pride of 
place in semantics to an account of how sentence uses 
come to be true or false. 

No one thinks that giving an account of truth condi¬ 
tions or of what statements say, for a language, says all 
there is to say about conventional meanings of expres¬ 
sions in the language, though exactly what more there 
might be is a matter of controversy. Here are the main 
candidates for what might be left out of such accounts. 

MOOD AND FORCE 

The theories just discussed aim to illuminate what is 
going on when one uses the sentences of a language to 
make assertions, to commit to the truth of a claim. But, of 
course, we can do much more than make assertions with 
our sentences, and some aspects of conventional meaning 
are obviously keyed to doing things other than asserting. 
Examples are grammatical and phonological forms asso¬ 
ciated with questioning, ordering, and exclaiming. It is a 
fact about conventional meaning if anything is, that sub¬ 
ject/auxiliary inversion is used to question in French, 
German, and English, that prefixing a declarative sen¬ 
tence in English with “if only” signals a wish, that sen¬ 
tences such as “Yuck!” and “Damn it!” express attitudes 
that are not to be evaluated as true or false. One task not 
discharged by truth-conditional or statement semantics, 
then, is detailing when and how linguistic forms have as 
part of their conventional meaning the task of signaling 
that a particular sort of speech act (asserting, question¬ 
ing, promising, warning, expressing disgust, etc.) is being 
performed. 

One might question the extent to which this is more 
than just an appendicle to truth-conditional or statement 
semantics. One might say that interjections like “Grody!” 
and “Awesome!” are elliptical for truth bearers (“That is 
grotesque!” “That’s awesome!”) uttered with a particular 
force. Whether or not this is so, the interjections do not 
combine with connectives and the range of sentences in 
the language to produce complex sentences; their mean¬ 
ings, if different from that of declaratives, would thus 
seem to be walled off from other aspects of meaning. 
There seems to be a rather small catalog of devices, like 


auxiliary inversion and the subjunctive, to indicate force; 
such devices, furthermore, do not seem to be iterable, as 
constructions that contribute to truth conditions are. 
While one can disjoin a negation, then enclose the result 
inside the consequent of a conditional, etc., force indica¬ 
tors seem by and large to exclude one another (one can¬ 
not, for example, turn the optative “would that he were 
gone” into a question). Furthermore, it is not clear that 
any particularly novel sort of meaning is required in an 
account of the meanings of, for example, orders and 
questions. One might suspect that in some sense the con¬ 
tent of the declarative “You will sit” and of the imperative 
“Sit!” are the same, the difference lying only in the force 
of their utterance. Perhaps questions have a slightly novel 
meaning. For example, it is often suggested that the 
meaning of “Who will sit?” is something like the set of 
(contextually relevant or possible) answers to it. But this 
makes the meaning of a question just a set of statements. 

J. L. Austin once claimed that a good deal of natural- 
language vocabulary has meanings whose job is to signal 
that one is, and is only, performing a (nonassertive) 
speech act. For example, on Austin’s view, to utter “I 
promise to meet you at 5:00” is not to assert anything, but 
to make a promise. Austin (1962) gives a lengthy catalog 
of verbs (part of) whose conventional meaning, he 
claims, is to signal (when used in the first-person present) 
that a particular speech act is being performed, represen¬ 
tative examples being “acquit,” “nominate,” “bet,” “toast,” 
and “concede.” He suggests that the number of such verbs 
contained in English is “of the third order of the power of 
10 .” 

There are arguably many expressions whose purpose 
is in part or in whole to signal that, whatever else the 
speaker might be doing, he is performing a particular 
nonassertive speech act, though exactly which expres¬ 
sions do this is a matter of controversy. “Just between you 
and me” (as in “Just between you and me, the provost 
hates the president”) might be a conventional means to 
warn or ask one’s audience not to divulge the information 
imparted by the rest of the sentence. Racial slurs are, inter 
alia, conventional means of insulting and displaying con¬ 
tempt for their targets, as are the merely obscene or 
insulting things we may call someone in the course of 
commenting on them. Presumably, though, to utter 
something like “That jerk Smith is at the door” is to say 
something true or false, depending (only) on whether 
Smith is at the door. 
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CONVENTIONAL IMPLICATURE 

Grice (1967/1989) drew a distinction between what the 
use of a sentence “strictly” says and what it implies. Both 
what is said and what is implicated are statements. 
Indeed, what a sentence use says, in Grice’s sense, seems 
to be the statement that a semantic theory (of the second 
sort discussed above) aims to assign to the use. According 
to Grice, it is what a sentence strictly says, and only what 
it strictly says, that is relevant to the question of whether 
the use of the sentence is true. 

What, then, is the role of what is implicated by the 
use of a sentence? Some such implication is a one-off 
affair, as when one says, “There’s an umbrella in the 
closet,” expecting one’s auditor to work out that rain is in 
the offing. Implication of this sort exploits facts obvious 
to all—for example, that speakers generally try to say 
helpful and relevant things—to efficiently convey infor¬ 
mation; it allows us to convey much more than our words 
literally mean. 

Grice distinguished this sort of implication— conver¬ 
sational implicature, as he called it—from cases in which 
“the conventional meaning of the words used ... deter¬ 
mine [s] what is implicated, besides helping to determine 
what is said” (Grice 1967/1989, p. 25). Grice’s examples 
were the words “therefore” and “but.” In uttering “A; 
therefore B,” Grice claimed, I say that A, say that B, com¬ 
mit myself to B’s following from A, but I have not “ said 
(in the favored sense)” that B follows from A: “I do not 
want to say that my utterance ... would be, strictly speak¬ 
ing, false should the consequence in question [fail] to 
hold” (Grice 1967/1989, pp. 25-26). In uttering “He is F 
but G,” one speaks truly, Grice said, just in case the rele¬ 
vant individual is F and G, though one clearly conveys 
some sort of contrast between being F and being G. To 
use “therefore” or “but” is to commit to these implica¬ 
tions. Since the implications are carried by the very words 
used, they are not one-off conversational implicatures 
but conventional implicatures. 

A rather large class of expressions have been said to 
give rise to conventional implicatures. Karttunen and 
Peters (1979) suggest that words and constructions often 
said to give rise to presuppositions in fact give rise to con¬ 
ventional implicature. Here are some examples, with the 
word purportedly carrying the conventional implicature 
italicized and the implicature roughly indicated in paren¬ 
theses: 

Even John understands it. (John is unlikely to under¬ 
stand it.) 

Martin still loves her. (Martin loved her in the past.) 


Jed failed to pass. (Jed tried to pass.) 

Other examples of purported conventional implica¬ 
tures are nonrestrictive relative clauses and appositives. 
“Martina, a yogi, hunts bears” commits the speaker to 
Martina’s being a yogi, but arguably would be true even if 
she is not one, so long as she does hunt bears. 

It is controversial whether there is such a thing as 
conventional implicature. Bach (1999) argued that a 
complete report of Bob’s utterance of “Even Mo likes Jo” 
is given with “Bob said that even Mo likes Jo”; simply say¬ 
ing, “Bob said that Mo likes Jo” is not giving a complete 
report. Since “that even Mo likes Jo” is here specifying 
what Bob said, Bach concluded, part of what Bob’s utter¬ 
ance says must be (something like the claim) that Mo’s 
liking Jo is unexpected. But if that is part of what is said, 
then the utterance is true only if it is unexpected that Mo 
likes Jo. According to Bach, this sort of argument shows 
that pretty much every expression alleged to carry a con¬ 
ventional implicature in fact does not. 

It is not clear that this argument succeeds in showing 
that conventional implicatures are a fiction. “What is said 
(by utterance m),” as used by Grice, is a technical term. 
The phrase and its cousins have an everyday use as well. 
It is not at all clear that Grice assumed that if an utterance 
would naturally and correctly be reported as saying that 
p, thenp must be part of what it says in the technical sense. 
We are, after all, pretty loose in how we report indirect 
speech. 

One might hold that conventional implicatures are 
just as much said by a use of a sentence as anything, but 
have properties and relations to sentence uses that make 
it worthwhile to distinguish them from other claims liter¬ 
ally made by sentence uses. Christopher Potts (2005) dis¬ 
tinguished what he called “at issue” claims made by a 
sentence use (roughly, what Grice had in mind by “what 
is said”) from conventional implicatures. (However, 
Potts’s view, unlike Grice’s, is apparently that conven¬ 
tional implicatures are relevant to truth conditions. He 
takes conventional implicatures to be “entailments,” and 
holds that sentences carrying such implicatures can typi¬ 
cally be paraphrased by conjunctions, one conjunct of 
which is the implicature.) 

For Potts, one putative difference between conven¬ 
tional implicature and at-issue content is that even when 
a speaker embeds an expression carrying a conventional 
implicature, the speaker becomes committed to the 
implicature; this is not so with at-issue content. To see the 
point, consider “Bob, a linguist, likes clams,” where the at- 
issue content is that Bob likes clams and the conventional 
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implicature is that Bob is a linguist. When one embeds 
the sentence under negation or an attitude verb (as in “It 
is false that Bob, a linguist, likes clams,” or “Mary said that 
Bob, a linguist, likes clams”), use of the resulting sentence 
seems to commit the user to the conventional implica¬ 
ture, but not to the at-issue content. 

A conventional implication is like a presupposition 
in this regard. Potts argues that conventional implicatures 
are not presuppositions, since false conventional implica¬ 
tures and false presuppositions have different effects. 
When a presupposition of a sentence is false, the assertion 
of its at-issue content is unfelicitous, perhaps without 
truth value; this is not so with conventional implicature. 
In the case of conventional implicature, that Bob is not a 
linguist does not impugn or cast doubt on the claim that 
Bob likes clams. Knowledge that the presupposition of “It 
was Bob who stole the book (namely, that someone stole 
it) is false makes the assertion that it was Bob who did it 
unacceptable. 

NONPROPOSITIONAL MEANING 

What is conventionally implicated has truth conditions. A 
non-truth-conditional conventional implicature does not 
enter into the truth conditions of the use of a sentence; its 
truth or falsity is not relevant to the truth or falsity of the 
sentence use implicating it. Other alleged sorts of non- 
truth-conditional meanings, however, are non-truth- 
conditional in the sense that they simply are not the sort 
of thing that can be true or false—they are, as it is some¬ 
times said, not truth-apt. 

One (alleged) example of such a meaning is pre¬ 
sented by those who hold that linguistic meaning, or an 
aspect thereof, is to be identified with one or another psy¬ 
chological role associated with an expression. It has been 
proposed that the meaning of a sentence as used by a par¬ 
ticular speaker is or involves one or more of: its inferen¬ 
tial role (reflected by the speaker’s dispositions to make 
inferences from and to the sentence), its evidential role 
(reflected in what observations and experiences incline 
the speaker to accept or reject the sentence), and its prob¬ 
abilistic role (the function that sends a sentence S and a 
collection C of sentences to the subjective probability the 
speaker would assign S if he held all of C true). (Devel¬ 
opments of such views are in Boer and Lycan 1986, Field 
1977, Sellars 1954.) None of these things can sensibly be 
evaluated for truth or falsity. Those who champion such 
psychological accounts of meaning often hold that mean¬ 
ing is a two-factor affair, the other factor being truth- 
conditional. Typically, though not invariably, the two fac¬ 
tors are held to be independent. 


In part, the appeal of adding psychological role to 
truth conditions in an account of meaning is that it seems 
to reflect a genuine tension in our pretheoretic concep¬ 
tion of meaning. Consider Putnam’s fantasy (in 1975) 
that there is a Twin Earth as much like Earth as possible, 
save that something other than H,0, call it XYZ, plays the 
role that H 2 0 plays on Earth: XYZ has all the sensible 
properties of H,0; it is XYZ, not H 2 0, that fills the seas, 
that people drink and wash with, etc. Putnam holds, and 
many concur, that “water” means different things on 
Earth and on Twin Earth, for here it refers to H 2 0, while 
there it refers to XYZ. But many think that in some very 
important sense the word has the same meaning in both 
places, for someone transported to Twin Earth who was 
innocent of chemistry, it is felt, would not mean anything 
different by “water” there than he means here. If there 
are two factors to the meaning of “water”—a truth- 
conditional one (which varies between Earth and Twin 
Earth) and a psychological one (which is constant), both 
intuitions are partially vindicated. 

A different kind of nonpropositional meaning is 
what is sometimes called “expressive” meaning. The idea 
of such meaning has its roots in the work of emotivists 
like A. J. Ayer and Charles Stevenson. According to Ayer, 
the role of ethical discourse is completely noncognitive. 
Utterances of sentences such as “Stealing is wrong” and 
“Friendship is good” are not assertions and do not 
express beliefs. Rather, they are expressions of attitudes of 
approval or disapproval. Uttering “Stealing is wrong” is 
doing the sort of thing one does when one shouts “Down 
with stealing!” or accompanies utterance of the word 
“stealing” with a disapproving shake of the head. Steven¬ 
son’s somewhat more sophisticated take on such sen¬ 
tences is that uttering them both expresses a distinctive 
sort of approval and exhorts (or at least attempts to 
bring) the audience to share this approval. 

Sentences whose role is clearly exhausted by 
the expression of attitude—“Boo!” “Liver—yuck!” 
“Damn!”—are not candidates for combining with con¬ 
nectives and quantifiers to form larger sentences. “If 
liver—yuck, then I won’t make dinner” does not have a 
meaning, for it is not even a sentence. But sentences such 
as “Stealing is bad” quite obviously do combine with con¬ 
nectives and other sentences, and the results certainly do 
seem to be meaningful. It seems incumbent on any 
account of semantics to explain what the meaning of a 
sentence such as “Stealing is bad only if it causes pain to 
someone.” 

Geach (1965), expanding on points in Frege 
(1918/1952), objects that the emotivist cannot make any 
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sense of the use of normative vocabulary in complex sen¬ 
tences, of embedded uses, as is sometimes said. Someone 
who utters “If failing Mary will make her sad, you should¬ 
n’t do it” need not be expressing disapproval of anything. 
Even if there is a way around this—one might invoke 
some sort of “conditional disapproval”—emotivist views 
make the fact that we give normative arguments an utter 
mystery. The argument “Borrowing and not returning 
something is bad; if that is bad, so is stealing; so stealing 
is bad” is valid—its conclusion follows from its premises. 
But it seems to be nonsense to think that a feeling of dis¬ 
approval for stealing follows from a feeling of disapproval 
for borrowing and not returning and whatever attitude 
might be associated with the conditional above. “Follow¬ 
ing from,” after all, is a relation normally defined in terms 
of preserving truth. But if this makes no sense, the idea 
that the argument is valid makes no sense in emotivist 
terms. 

These considerations, incidentally, bear on the view 
of Austin mentioned above. The argument “If I promise 
to meet you, I will meet you; I promise to meet you; so I 
will meet you” seems obviously valid. But there is a sort of 
ambiguity, on Austin’s view, in “I promise to meet you.” 
Embedded in the antecedent of a conditional, it presum¬ 
ably does nothing but express the statement that its user 
promises to meet the addressee. Unembedded, it appar¬ 
ently does not do this, as one, in uttering the sentence, 
does not assert that one promises, on Austin’s view; one 
simply promises. It thus seems like the sense of “I prom¬ 
ise to meet you” varies across the two premises of the 
argument, and thus the argument is not valid. 

Expressivists such as Simon Blackburn and Alan 
Gibbard have recently tried to respond to this sort of 
objection, giving accounts that (more or less) agree with 
the emotivist line about simple sentences like “Hooking 
up is good” and attempting to derive therefrom meanings 
for complex sentences in which normative vocabulary 
occurs. Blackburn (1993) agrees with the emotivist that 
sentences like “Stealing is bad” express motivational states 
such as attitudes of disapproval. But he aspires to give an 
account of the meanings of the full range of uses of nor¬ 
mative vocabulary, including such sentences as “Mary 
believes that stealing is bad” and “It’s true that stealing is 
bad.” The account is to be one that systematically assigns, 
to complex sentences, complex attitudes—typically in 
one or another way compounded out of the attitudes 
expressed by simple sentences. The sentence “If borrow¬ 
ing and not returning something is bad, then so is steal¬ 
ing it,” for example, expresses a commitment to either 
tolerating borrowing and not returning, or to disapprov¬ 


ing stealing. Such a view would allow us to characterize 
validity in terms of preservation of commitment—an 
argument is valid just in case it is impossible to fulfill the 
commitments associated with premises without fulfilling 
those associated with the conclusion. 

Gibbard (1992, a recast of 1990) suggested that nor¬ 
mative sentences—not just sentences from morality, but 
sentences about what is or is not rational—absorb their 
meanings holistically from their relations to “immediate 
motivations,” that is, to the states one expresses if one 
thinks to oneself “Do/Don’t do that now!” The idea, 
roughly put, is that just as complex statements get their 
truth-conditional content from their inferential relations 
to sentences expressing observations, so normative state¬ 
ments absorb their content from inferential relations to 
sentences expressing immediate motivations. Gibbard 
suggests that the meaning of a normative sentence 
(including complex combinations of normative and non- 
normative elements) can be represented as a set of “fac¬ 
tual-normative” worlds, which are pairs of possible 
worlds and systems of norms. The idea, again roughly, is 
this. A simple factual statement holds at world w and 
norm n if it is true there. A simple normative statement 
such as “That is bad” (whose connection with “Don’t do 
that!” is obvious) holds at w and n provided that n forbids 
the act referred to. With this as a basis, one can use stan¬ 
dard techniques to assign sets of factual-normative 
worlds to compound sentences. 

One might argue with Blackburn and Gibbard about 
the details of their approaches, worrying, for example, 
that Blackburn helps himself without justification to the 
idea that there is a distinctive sort of moral disapproval. 
Yet it would seem that something along the lines of Black¬ 
burn’s or Gibbard’s story must be correct. Here is why. 

Forget about claims about morality, rationality, or 
other obviously normative concerns. Think instead about 
what is going on when we talk about talk that obviously 
aspires to be true or false—about what happens when one 
person says “Jo is bald” and another says “That’s not true,” 
or when someone says “The sentence on the board isn’t 
true.” It seems obvious that such talk can get it right with¬ 
out being true. If the sentence on the board is a liar sen¬ 
tence, one thing that we know about it is that it is not true. 
We can, after all, prove that it is not. But paradox ensues if 
we take this thing we know—that the sentence is not 
true—to be true. After all, if what we know—that the sen¬ 
tence is not true—is true, then, since the sentence says 
just that—that it is not true—what the sentence says is 
true. So what we know is false. But one cannot know 
something that is false. Similarly, if vague predicates are 
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neither true nor false of their borderline cases (and surely 
this is the most plausible thing to say about them) and Jo 
is borderline-bald, then while the person who utters “Jo is 
bald” says something, what he says is not true. But if it is 
true that the sentence is not true, then (since what is not 
true is false), “Jo is bald” must be false. But since Jo is bor¬ 
derline bald, “Jo is bald” cannot be false either. 

What should we make of this? Well, for one thing, 
when we say, referring to the liar, “That is not true,” we 
should not be understood as asserting something, that is, 
committing to its truth. Rather, we are performing the sui 
generis speech act of denial, where (roughly put) denying 
a potential truth bearer is the appropriate thing to do if it 
is not true (“not” being used here to deny). This sort of 
thing applies quite generally to uses of other logical con¬ 
nectives. Sometimes, for example, when someone utters 
“A if and only if (iff) B,” they are to be understood as 
asserting the material equivalence of A and B. But when 
we say things with the form “ ‘S’ is true iff S” and S hap¬ 
pens to be a liar sentence, we are not to be understood as 
asserting anything. Rather, we are performing an act that 
is apt if the claims connected by “iff” have the same (per¬ 
haps non-truth-conditional) status. 

When we utter sentences, we perform different sorts 
of speech acts. Sometimes we assert, sometimes we deny, 
sometimes we perform the sort of act just mentioned. 
And when we perform such acts, we incur various com¬ 
mitments. For example, assertion commits us to the truth 
of what is asserted; denial of a potential truth bearer com¬ 
mits us to the nontruth thereof. Sentence-compounding 
devices, at least on some occasions, contribute not to 
sense, by (for example) expressing truth-functional nega¬ 
tion, but to force. In the case of “not,” for example, one 
sometimes signals that one is denying, where to deny S is 
to commit to the inaptness of whatever commitment is 
associated with uttering S. 

Think of the simplest sentences of one’s language as 
vehicles for performing speech acts, each such act involv¬ 
ing its own distinctive kind of commitment, each com¬ 
mitment having its own conditions of appropriateness 
and inappropriateness. Annexing words like “not” and 
“if” to sentences yields (when the connectives signal 
force) sentences that are vehicles for performing speech 
acts with their own distinctive kinds of commitments, 
their own aptness conditions. Compounding sentences 
with several connectives playing the role of force indica¬ 
tors produces a sentence that can serve as a vehicle for 
performing a complex speech act determined by the 
meanings of the constituent sentences and the force-indi¬ 
cating meanings of the connectives. Uttering “If S is a liar 


sentence, then it is not true,” for example, performs an apt 
speech act if it is apt either to deny that S is a liar sentence 
or to deny that S is true. 

Beyond an account of sense or reference, a theory of 
meaning for a language—at least one component of such 
a theory—must tell the story of how the acts and com¬ 
mitments associated with the parts of a complex sentence 
determine the act for which the complex sentence is a 
vehicle, the commitments one incurs with the act, and the 
aptness conditions of such commitments. (For the begin¬ 
ning of such a story, see Richard 2006.) Such a story gen¬ 
eralizes the sort of ideas Blackburn had. With such a 
story, one can see that logical validity, in its most basic 
sense, is preservation of commitment: An argument is 
valid provided that whenever the commitments associ¬ 
ated with the premises are apt, so are those associated 
with the conclusion. 

It was mentioned above that there was something 
importantly right about Gibbard’s and Blackburn’s 
accounts of normative discourse. What is important and 
surely right is not their view of the nature of the acts per¬ 
formed and commitments incurred in normative utter¬ 
ances. Perhaps those accounts are on the right track, 
because normative discourse is expressive, not truth-apt. 
Perhaps they are wrong, and normative discourse is no 
less truth-evaluable than a stock-price quotation. What is 
important is the insight that validity (and the other prop¬ 
erties we associate with rational discourse) are not the 
exclusive property of truth-conditional discourse. Some¬ 
times meaning and validity are to be explained in terms 
of truth conditions. But this is not the only case—it is but 
a special case. 

See also Meaning. 
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NONVIOLENCE 

See Violence 

NORMATIVE ETHICS 

See Ethics, History of; Normativity 

NORRIS, JOHN 

(1657-1711) 

John Norris, the English philosopher and disciple of 
Nicolas Malebranche, was associated with the Cambridge 
Platonists. Norris was born in Collingbourne-Kingston, 
Wiltshire. His father was a clergyman and at that time a 
Puritan. Educated at Winchester and at Exeter College, 
Oxford, which he entered in 1676, Norris was appointed 
a fellow of All Souls in 1680. During his nine years at All 
Souls, he was ordained (1684) and began to write, mostly 
in a Platonic vein and often in verse. In 1683 he published 
Tractatus adversus Reprobationis absolutae Decretum , in 
which he attacked the Calvinist doctrine of predestina¬ 
tion. His Platonism and anti-Calvinism naturally 
attracted Norris to the Cambridge Platonists; in 1684 he 
began to correspond with Henry More and Damaris 
Cudworth, the daughter of Ralph Cudworth. 


The philosophical essays included in Poems and Dis¬ 
courses (1684)—renamed A Collection of Miscellanies in 
the 1687 and subsequent editions—could, indeed, have 
been written by a Cambridge Platonist. Their main argu¬ 
ment is that since truth is by its nature eternal and 
immutable, it must relate ideas which are also eternal and 
immutable; this condition, according to Norris, can be 
fulfilled only by ideas which are “in the mind of God”— 
that is, manifestations of God’s essence. Thus, the exis¬ 
tence of God is deducible from the very nature of truth; 
the atheist is involved in a self-contradictory skepticism. 

In Norris’s The Theory and Regulation of Love 
(1688)—for all that Norris dedicated it to the former 
Damaris Cudworth, now Lady Masham, and included as 
an appendix his correspondence with More—the influ¬ 
ence of Malebranche began to predominate. At first, it 
reinforced rather than weakened Norris’s sympathy with 
Cambridge Platonism. Norris followed Malebranche in 
distinguishing two kinds of love—desire, which seeks to 
unify itself with the good it pursues, and benevolence, 
which seeks good for others. But, as also in Reason and 
Religion (1689), Norris explicitly rejected Malebranche’s 
view that the only proper object of desire is God. The 
objects of desire, Norris said, form a hierarchy—God, the 
good of the community, intellectual pleasures, and sen¬ 
sual pleasures are all in some measure good. God is the 
highest but not the only good. 

In 1689, Norris married and resigned his fellowship 
to become rector of Newton St. Loe in Somerset. In his 
Reflections on the Conduct of Human Life (1690), 
addressed to Lady Masham and intended as an admoni¬ 
tion to her, he condemned the life he had lived at Oxford 
on the ground that he had interested himself in public 
affairs and in intellectual pursuits; in the future he pro¬ 
posed to dedicate himself in retirement to the “moral 
improvement of my mind and the regulation of my life.” 
This is Malebranche’s, not the Cambridge Platonists’, 
ideal of conduct; even the pursuit of knowledge is con¬ 
ceived of as a worldly enticement. 

In 1691, as a result of John Locke’s influence, Norris 
became rector of Bemerton, near Salisbury, where he died 
on February 5, 1711. He did not win the approval of his 
Cambridge Platonist bishop, Gilbert Burnet, who would 
certainly not have appreciated Norris’s attack on tolera¬ 
tion in The Charge of Schism continued (1691). Norris’s 
Discourse concerning the Measures of Divine Love ( Practi¬ 
cal Discourses, Vol. Ill, 1693) and Letters concerning the 
Love of God (1695) reveal the complete disciple of Male¬ 
branche; we ought, Norris now said, to love nobody but 
God. Substantially reversing Immanuel Kant’s dictum, he 
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argued that we should treat other human beings as 
means—occasions of happiness to us—and never as 
ends. Lady Masham was naturally indignant; in her 
anonymous Discourse concerning the Love of God (1696), 
a reply to Norris, she argued that men are “made for a 
sociable life” and should love their fellow men in the same 
way they love God. 

THOUGHT 

Norris’s metaphysical views, sketched in Reason and Reli¬ 
gion, are set out in detail in his Essay towards the Theory 
of the Ideal and the Sensible World (Vol. I, 1701; Vol. II, 
1704), which fully justifies his nickname “the English 
Malebranche.” Yet the argument of the first volume of the 
Essay would still entitle Norris to be described as a Pla- 
tonist—or as a Thomist or an Augustinian. Plato, the 
“Platonic father” Augustine, Francisco Suarez, and 
Thomas Aquinas all taught, he tried to show, the same 
lesson as Malebranche—that knowledge is of the eternal 
and, therefore, of God. 

In the second volume, however, when Norris came to 
consider in more detail how our knowledge of “the world 
of sense” is related to our knowledge of “the intelligible 
world,” his break with the Platonist tradition, arising out 
of his allegiance to Malebranche, is at once apparent. It is 
true that when he did (mildly) criticize Malebranche, it is 
on the Platonic ground that his theory of the imagination 
allows too much to sensation; Malebranche’s phrase “We 
see all things in God,” he also thought, might suggest to 
the careless reader that sensation is our analogue for 
knowledge. “Divine ideas,” Norris preferred to say, “are 
the immediate objects of our thought in the perception of 
things.” But these are minor reformulations. Of much 
greater significance is the fact that he agreed with the 
Cartesians that “the world is a great mechanism and goes 
like a clock” and even accepted, although with some little 
hesitation, the Cartesian doctrine of animal mechanism. 
He did not even bother to refer to the Platonist theory of 
“plastic powers” or to More’s criticism of Rene Descartes’s 
extension-thought dualism. He is a Platonist only where 
Malebranche is a Platonist—for example, in his rejection 
of the Thomas-Locke account of abstraction. 

Norris’s philosophy might properly be described, in 
the phrase commonly applied to Benedict de Spinoza, as 
“God-intoxicated.” God, for him as for Malebranche, is 
the efficient cause of all happenings, the only good, the 
only object of knowledge. We know God directly; every¬ 
thing else is known by way of our apprehension of God’s 
nature as revealed in the ideas that emanate from him. 
Norris could not explain, he confessed, how spiritual 


ideas can represent a material world; the material world 
is, indeed, an embarrassment to him, fading into the 
empty concept of “that which occasions our apprehen¬ 
sions” that George Berkeley criticized. He was so con¬ 
cerned to leave nothing lovable in the world, nothing that 
could be a source of happiness to us, that he reduced it to 
a nonentity; it exists only as something to be shunned. 
The relation between our mind and God’s is left in equal 
obscurity. 

In 1692 Locke and Norris quarreled on a matter 
involving Lady Masham; Locke came to be very impatient 
with Norris’s views, which probably provoked his Exami¬ 
nation of Malebranche (first published in Posthumous 
Works, edited by Peter King, London, 1706); he directly 
criticized Norris in an essay first published in A Collec¬ 
tion of Several Pieces of Mr. John Locke (1720). In gen¬ 
eral, Locke thought of Norris as a completely reactionary 
thinker. 

Other of Norris’s works deserving mention are An 
Account of Reason and faith in relation to the Mysteries of 
Christianity (1697), in which he argued—in reply to John 
Toland’s deistic Christianity not Mysterious (1696)—that 
it is not unreasonable to believe the incomprehensible, 
and A Philosophical Discourse concerning the Natural 
Immortality of the Soul (1708), which makes use of 
Platonic-scholastic arguments against Henry Dodwell’s 
Epistolary Discourse proving ... that the Soul is naturally 
Mortal (1706). Many of his works, although not The Ideal 
World, were extremely popular, but it is usually impossi¬ 
ble to distinguish his influence from Malebranche’s. One 
of the least original of philosophers, he nevertheless dis¬ 
plays considerable powers of criticism and exposition. He 
had a direct influence on Arthur Collier. 

See also Cambridge Platonists. 
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NOTHING 

“Nothing” is an awe-inspiring yet essentially undigested 
concept, highly esteemed by writers of a mystical or exis¬ 
tentialist tendency, but by most others regarded with anx¬ 
iety, nausea, or panic. Nobody seems to know how to deal 
with it (he would, of course), and plain persons generally 
are reported to have little difficulty in saying, seeing, 
hearing, and doing nothing. Philosophers, however, have 
never felt easy on the matter. Ever since Parmenides laid 
it down that it is impossible to speak of what is not, broke 
his own rule in the act of stating it, and deduced himself 
into a world where all that ever happened was nothing, 
the impression has persisted that the narrow path 
between sense and nonsense on this subject is a difficult 
one to tread and that altogether the less said of it the bet¬ 
ter. 

This escape, however, is not so easy as it looks. Plato, 
in pursuing it, reversed the Parmenidean dictum by 
insisting, in effect, that anything a philosopher can find to 
talk about must somehow be there to be discussed, and so 
let loose upon the world that unseemly rabble of centaurs 
and unicorns, carnivorous cows, republican monarchs 
and wife-burdened bachelors, which has plagued ontol¬ 
ogy from that day to this. Nothing (of which they are all 
aliases) can apparently get rid of these absurdities, but for 
fairly obvious reasons has not been invited to do so. Logic 
has attempted the task, but with sadly limited success. Of 
some, though not all, nonentities, even a logician knows 
that they do not exist, since their properties defy the law 
of contradiction; the remainder, however, are not so read¬ 
ily dismissed. Whatever Bertrand Russell may have said of 
it, the harmless if unnecessary unicorn cannot be driven 
out of logic as it can out of zoology, unless by desperate 
measures that exclude all manner of reputable entities as 
well. Such remedies have been attempted, and their 
effects are worse than the disease. Russell himself, in elim¬ 
inating the present king of France, inadvertently deposed 


the present queen of England. W. V. Quine, the sorcerer’s 
apprentice, contrived to liquidate both Pegasus and 
President Harry Truman in the same fell swoop. The old 
logicians, who allowed all entities subsistence while con¬ 
ceding existence, as wanted, to an accredited selection of 
them, at least brought a certain tolerant inefficiency to 
their task. Of the new it can only be said that solitudinem 
faciunt etpacem appellant —they make a desert and call it 
peace. Whole realms of being have been abolished with¬ 
out warning, at the mere nonquantifying of a variable. 
The poetry of Earth has been parsed out of existence— 
and what has become of its prose? There is little need for 
an answer. Writers to whom nothing is sacred, and who 
accordingly stop thereat, have no occasion for surprise on 
finding, at the end of their operations, that nothing is all 
they have left. 

The logicians, of course, will have nothing of all this. 
Nothing, they say, is not a thing, nor is it the name of any¬ 
thing, being merely a short way of saying of anything that 
it is not something else. Nothing means “not-anything”; 
appearances to the contrary are due merely to the error of 
supposing that a grammatical subject must necessarily be 
a name. Asked, however, to prove that nothing is not the 
name of anything, they fall back on the claim that noth¬ 
ing is the name of anything (since according to them 
there are no names anyway). Those who can make noth¬ 
ing of such an argument are welcome to the attempt. 
When logic falls out with itself, honest men come into 
their own, and it will take more than this to persuade 
them that there are not better cures for this particular 
headache than the old and now discredited method of 
cutting off the patient’s head. 

The friends of nothing may be divided into two dis¬ 
tinct though not exclusive classes: the know-nothings, 
who claim a phenomenological acquaintance with noth¬ 
ing in particular, and the fear-nothings, who, believing, 
with Macbeth, that “nothing is but what is not,” are 
thereby launched into dialectical encounter with nullity 
in general. For the first, nothing, so far from being a mere 
grammatical illusion, is a genuine, even positive, feature 
of experience. We are all familiar with, and have a vocab¬ 
ulary for, holes and gaps, lacks and losses, absences, 
silences, impalpabilities, insipidities, and the like. Voids 
and vacancies of one sort or another are sought after, 
dealt in and advertised in the newspapers. And what are 
these, it is asked, but perceived fragments of nothingness, 
experiential blanks, which command, nonetheless, their 
share of attention and therefore deserve recognition? 

Jean-Paul Sartre, for one, has given currency to such 
arguments, and so, in effect, have the upholders of “nega- 
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tive facts”—an improvident sect, whose refrigerators are 
full of nonexistent butter and cheese, absentee elephants 
and so on, which they claim to detect therein. If existence 
indeed precedes essence, there is certainly reason of a sort 
for maintaining that nonexistence is also anterior to, and 
not a mere product of, the essentially parasitic activity of 
negation; that the nothing precedes the not. But, verbal 
refutations apart, the short answer to this view, as given, 
for instance, by Henri Bergson, is that these are but petty 
and partial nothings, themselves parasitic on what 
already exists. Absence is a mere privation, and a priva¬ 
tion of something at that. A hole is always a hole in some¬ 
thing: take away the thing, and the hole goes too; more 
precisely, it is replaced by a bigger if not better hole, itself 
relative to its surroundings, and so tributary to some¬ 
thing else. Nothing, in short, is given only in relation to 
what is, and even the idea of nothing requires a thinker to 
sustain it. If we want to encounter it an sich, we have to 
try harder than that. 

Better things, or rather nothings, are promised on 
the alternative theory, whereby it is argued, so to speak, 
not that holes are in things but that things are in holes or, 
more generally, that everything (and everybody) is in a 
hole. To be anything (or anybody) is to be bounded, 
hemmed in, defined, and separated by a circumambient 
frame of vacuity, and what is true of the individual is 
equally true of the collective. The universe at large is 
fringed with nothingness, from which indeed (how else?) 
it must have been created, if created it was; and its begin¬ 
ning and end, like that of all change within it, must simi¬ 
larly be viewed as a passage from one nothing to another, 
with an interlude of being in between. Such thoughts, or 
others like them, have haunted the speculations of nul- 
lophile metaphysicians from Pythagoras to Blaise Pascal 
and from G. W. F. Hegel and his followers to Martin Hei¬ 
degger, Paul Tillich and Sartre. Being and nonbeing, as 
they see it, are complementary notions, dialectically 
entwined, and of equal status and importance; although 
Heidegger alone has extended their symmetry to the 
point of equipping Das Nichts with a correlative (if nuga¬ 
tory) activity of nothing, or nihilating, whereby it pro¬ 
duces Angst in its votaries and untimely hilarity in those, 
such as Rudolf Carnap and A. J. Ayer, who have difficulty 
in parsing nothing as a present participle of the verb “to 
noth.” 

Nothing, whether it noths or not, and whether or not 
the being of anything entails it, clearly does not entail that 
anything should be. Like Benedict de Spinoza’s substance, 
it is causa sui; nothing (except more of the same) can 
come of it; ex nihilo, nihil fit. That conceded, it remains a 


question to some why anything, rather than nothing, 
should exist. This is either the deepest conundrum in 
metaphysics or the most childish, and though many must 
have felt the force of it at one time or another, it is equally 
common to conclude, on reflection, that it is no question 
at all. The hypothesis of theism may be said to take it seri¬ 
ously and to offer a provisional answer. The alternative is 
to argue that the dilemma is self-resolved in the mere 
possibility of stating it. If nothing whatsoever existed, 
there would be no problem and no answer, and the anxi¬ 
eties even of existential philosophers would be perma¬ 
nently laid to rest. Since they are not, there is evidently 
nothing to worry about. But that itself should be enough 
to keep an existentialist happy. Unless the solution be, as 
some have suspected, that it is not nothing that has been 
worrying them, but they who have been worrying it. 

See also Atheism; Ayer, Alfred Jules; Bergson, Henri; Car¬ 
nap, Rudolf; Hegel, Georg Wilhelm Friedrich; Heideg¬ 
ger, Martin; Logic, History of; Nihilism; Parmenides of 
Elea; Plato; Quine, Willard Van Orman; Russell, 
Bertrand Arthur William; Sartre, Jean-Paul; Spinoza, 
Benedict (Baruch) de; Tillich, Paul. 
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NOUNS, MASS AND 
COUNT 

Many languages mark a grammatical distinction that is 
commonly referred to as the “mass/count-distinction”; 
for example, the distinction between the occurrences of 
“hair” as a mass-noun in “There is hair in my soup,” on 
the one hand, and its occurrences as a singular and plural 
count-noun in “There is a hair in my soup” or “There are 
hairs in my soup,” on the other. Awareness of this linguis¬ 
tic contrast may, in the Western tradition, date as far back 
as the pre-Socratics, Plato, and Aristotle; in modern 
times, however, the first explicit formulation of it is usu¬ 
ally credited to Otto Jespersen (1924). 

1. THE PROBLEM OF CLASSIFICATION 

Almost every aspect of the mass/count-distinction is 
unclear and contested, including the question of how it is 
to be drawn: 

The Problem of Classification: 

(i) Between what sorts of entities is the mass/ 
count-distinction to be drawn? 

(ii) By means of what sorts of criteria is the mass/ 
count-distinction to be drawn? 

What underlies question (i), for one thing, is a certain 
ambivalence as to whether the contrast concerns uses or 
occurrences of expressions or expressions themselves 
(and, if the former, we face the further question as to 
what a “use” or an “occurrence” of an expression really is; 
that is, how, for example, occurrences contrast with types 
and tokens of expressions). (In what follows, for reasons 
of convenience, we will speak of both uses or occurrences 
as well as of expressions themselves as being mass or 


count.) Moreover, question (i) also encompasses the issue 
of whether the contrast in question can be properly 
drawn only with respect to nouns and noun-phrases or 
whether it can be sensibly extended to other categories, 
such as adjectives (e.g., with “red” on the mass-side and 
“circular” on the count-side) as well as verbs and verb- 
phrases (e.g., with atelic activity-verbs such as “run in cir¬ 
cles” being classified as mass and telic achievement- or 
accomplishment-verbs such as “recognize” or “grow up” 
being classified as count; see Hoepelman 1976, Taylor 
1977, Mourelatos 1978). 

Question (ii), on the other hand, asks whether the 
distinction in question is best drawn, for example, by 
means of syntactic, morphological, semantic, or prag¬ 
matic criteria. To illustrate—restricting ourselves, as is 
customary, to the category of nouns and noun-phrases, 
and to such purely syntactic criteria (exhibited overtly in 
English) as the admissibility of plural-morphology as 
well as the licensing of “bare” (i.e., unquantified) occur¬ 
rences or particular kinds of determiners and quantifiers 
(e.g., “much” versus “many”)—we arrive at the following 
sort of classification: 

(M) Mass: “air,” “water,” “mud,” “sand,” “dust,” 

“snow,” “gravel,” “asparagus,” 

“traffic,” ... 

(C) Count: “beach,” “cloud,” “chair,” “piece of 

furniture,” “virus,” “bacteria,” 

“sheep,” “university,” “hurricane,” 
“football game,” ... 

(D) Dual- Use: “hair,” “chicken,” “carrot,” “apple,” 

“cloth,” “pain,” “disease,” ... 

The nouns in the first list permit “bare” occurrences (as in 
“Water is wet”); they do not, in their use as mass-nouns, 
permit pluralization; and they can occur together with 
such quantifiers as “much” or “little” (as in “much air” 
and “little air”). The nouns in the second list do not per¬ 
mit (singular) “bare” occurrences (as in “*Beach is 
sandy”); but they can, in their use as count-nouns, be 
accompanied by plural morphology; and they are found 
together with such quantifiers as “many” or “few” (as in 
“many beaches” and “few beaches”). The nouns in the 
third list standardly have both sorts of occurrences. A list 
of this kind, however, masks several potential sources of 
trouble, which an adequate treatment of the problem of 
classification would need to address. 

AMBIGUITIES. First, some grammatical contexts are at 
least at first sight ambiguous, in that the most obvious 
syntactic criteria such as those just cited do not by them- 
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selves clearly differentiate a given noun-occurrence as 
mass or count: examples include the occurrences of 
“lamb,” “apple,” and “fish” in “Mary had a little lamb,” 
“The apple in the dessert is moldy,” and “Fish floated in 
the water”; the occurrence of “home” in “at home”; as 
well as the occurrence of “tape” in such compound 
expressions as “tape recorder.” 


TRICKY CASES. Secondly, while the syntactic criteria 
mentioned above involving plural morphology and 
quantification do speak to most of the following cases, we 
may wonder whether they do not in fact misclassify at 
least some of them: 


Collective Mass: “furniture,” “jewelry,” “silverware,” 

“clothing,” ... 

Collective Plural: “spaghetti,” “groceries,” “news,” 

“clothes,” ... 


Collective Singular: “crew,” “crowd,” “mob,” 
“committee,” ... 

Irregular Plural: “scissors,” “pants,” “tweezers,” 

“goggles,” ... 

Proper Names: “Bertrand Russell,” “the Holy 

Roman Empire,” “the sixties,” ... 


Thus, we may feel, for example, that “clothing” and 
“clothes” are sufficiently similar in their semantic contri¬ 
bution that they should be classified together, even 
though one occurs standardly as a mass-noun in English, 
whereas the other standardly occurs as an invariably plu¬ 
ral count-noun. 


ABSTRACT NOUNS. Thirdly, the syntactic criteria men¬ 
tioned above also apply to nouns and noun-phrases 
whose denotations are either abstract or at least not 
straightforwardly concrete, such as the following: 

Abstract Mass: “knowledge,” “evidence,” “poetry,” 

“money,” “information,” ... 

Abstract Count: “belief,” “mistake,” “rendition,” 

“symphony,” “discovery,” ... 
Abstract Dual- Use: “logic,” “truth,” “justification,” 
“science,” “theory,” ... 

It has, however, been questioned whether the 
mass/count-distinction can be sensibly drawn for such 
nouns and noun-phrases, possibly because the semantic 
and ontological vocabulary, which will feature promi¬ 
nently below, may not easily extend to their case. 

NEW USES FOR OLD NOUNS. Fourthly, it should be 
noted that the examples given so far attest only to the way 
in which these nouns are currently and standardly used in 


English. However, it is relatively straightforward to intro¬ 
duce new uses for old nouns, or even to use a noun in a 
nonstandard way without much setup. For example, the 
noun “email” has effortlessly acquired a count-use, even 
though it was initially used only as a mass-noun; more¬ 
over, the use of “car” in “A BMW 300-series is not much 
car for the money,” while deliberately nonstandard, is, as 
far as issues of grammar are concerned, not completely 
out of the question. Thus, the mass/count-distinction 
cannot be viewed as written in stone even within a par¬ 
ticular language; expressions can change their status, if 
speakers of the language, for whatever reasons, so desire. 

CROSS-LINGUISTIC VARIATION. Finally, there is con¬ 
siderable cross-linguistic variation in how particular 
languages pattern with respect to the mass/count-distinc¬ 
tion. For one thing, specific nouns that belong to differ¬ 
ent languages but intuitively have the same meaning can 
be classified as mass in one language and count in 
another; for example, the German word for hair 
(“Haare”) is, except for poetic contexts (such as “Rapun- 
zel, let your hair down!”), standardly used only as a sin¬ 
gular or plural count-noun, whereas the English noun 
“hair” standardly has both mass- and count-uses. Fur¬ 
thermore, different languages can differ in how they mark 
the mass/count-distinction or, indeed, in whether they do 
so in any obviously visible way at all. In this context, it has 
been observed that Asian classifier-languages such as 
Mandarin Chinese and Japanese are of special interest, 
because they require that every noun be preceded by a 
classifier reminiscent of the sort of “reference-dividing” 
relations we observe in English primarily in connection 
with mass-nouns and plural count-nouns (“basket of,” 
“bouquet of,” “bucket of,” ...). This has motivated some 
writers, such as R. Sharvy (1978) to speculate that per¬ 
haps all nouns are at bottom mass not only in these overt 
classifier-languages, but across the board, on the theory 
that such classifiers may be present covertly in every lan¬ 
guage. 

2. THE PROBLEM OF LOGICAL FORM 

While consideration of the problem of classification is 
often regarded only as a means to an end—namely, as a 
way of clarifying the nature of the subject-matter beyond 
the clear cases—its importance should not be underesti¬ 
mated, especially given its role in deciding whether or not 
a specific, more or less tricky, case should be viewed as a 
counterexample to a particular analysis. Most of the 
attention surrounding the mass/count-distinction, how¬ 
ever, has been focused on the question of what (if any) its 
semantic and ontological significance might be. Thus, the 
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mass/count-distinction, more so perhaps than any other 
comparable issue, has provided fertile soil on which to 
debate questions concerning our most central semantic 
notions—those of meaning and truth, reference, and 
quantification—as well as ontological questions concern¬ 
ing the basic categories of what there is; and therein, 
surely, lies its central interest for linguists and philoso¬ 
phers. Among the wealth of semantic issues that are 
debated in this connection, the following may be singled 
out as particularly prominent. 

Semantic Role 

(iii) What is the semantic role played by mass-nouns 

and count-nouns? 

At least as far as singular count-nouns are concerned, 
this question is thought to have a straightforward answer; 
in fact, traditional accounts of meaning, truth, reference, 
and quantification, with their frequent appeals to the 
predicate-calculus and the apparatus of set-theory, seem 
to be in many ways specifically tailored to the semantic 
needs of singular count-nouns. Such nouns are typically 
analyzed as playing the semantic role of a predicate whose 
extension consists of objects, each of which (or so it 
seems) could at least in principle be referred to as a such- 
and-such (for some appropriate substantival phrase). 
These objects, in turn, are thought to compose the 
domain of values over which variables and quantifiers are 
interpreted as ranging; and they are taken to enter into 
set-theoretic relationships with one another. 

Mass-nouns and plural count-nouns, on the other 
hand, have for a variety of reasons resisted straightfor¬ 
ward assimilation into this familiar vocabulary. The for¬ 
mer in particular have appeared puzzling, for one thing, 
because they seem to lead, in W. V. O. Quine’s words, a 
“semantic double-life of sorts” (1960, p. 97), in some of 
their occurrences (e.g., “Snow is white”) apparently play¬ 
ing the role of a name or singular term, in others (e.g., 
“Most snow is white”) that of a predicate or general term. 
This appearance of a “semantic double-life” led Quine to 
conclude that mass-nouns can play both roles, that of a 
name and that of a predicate, depending on their position 
within the statement (see also Ter Meulen [1981] for 
another version of what may be called the “mixed view”). 
Others have thought it necessary to choose between these 
two semantic categories, by defending either a version of 
the “name view” or the “predicate view.” (For examples of 
the name view, see Parsons 1970, Moravcsik 1973, Bunt 
1979, 1985, Chierchia 1982, Link 1983, Lonning 1987, 
and Zimmerman 1995; for examples of the predicate 
view, see Burge 1972, and Koslicki 1999; as well as, 
arguably, Cartwright 1963, 1965, 1970; Montague 1973; 


Pelletier 1974; Bennett 1977; Sharvy 1980; Roeper 1983; 
Pelletier and Schubert 1989; and Higginbotham 1994; 
though some of these writers are difficult to place.) 

Finally, an influential attitude toward the apparently 
schizophrenic semantic behavior of mass-nouns has also 
been to detect here a category that resists this sort of clas¬ 
sification into either name or predicate, because it harks 
back somehow to a more “primitive,” “pre-individuative,” 
“pre-reference-dividing,” “merely feature-placing,” “non- 
objectual,” “pre-particular level of thought,” one which 
predates the dichotomy of singular term and general term 
(see especially Strawson 1953-1954, Quine 1960, Evans 
1975, and Laycock 1972,1975, 1989,1998 for expressions 
of this attitude). It is not obvious, however, what to make 
of this somewhat ambivalent sentiment, because appar¬ 
ently the mode of expression associated with the use of 
mass-nouns fits comfortably into our present usage and 
we do not currently inhabit this supposed “archaic” time. 

As argued convincingly in Burge (1972), all three 
views—the mixed view, the name view, and the predicate 
view—give rise to potential difficulties. The mixed view 
has trouble capturing inferences which turn on the com¬ 
mon semantic core apparently shared by both namelike 
and predicative occurrences of mass-nouns (e.g., “Snow 
is white; this stuff is snow; therefore, this stuff is white”). 
The name view, on the other hand, is forced to invoke an 
arguably question-begging “reference-dividing” relation, 
of the form “is a ... of” (e.g., “is a quantity of”), to 
account for those cases in which mass-nouns play an 
apparently predicative role (e.g., “most snow,” on this 
view, becomes something along the lines of “most quan¬ 
tities of snow”). Moreover, as noted in Koslicki (1999), 
the supposed evidence for the name view (and, hence, for 
one half of the mixed view, as well) is shaky to begin with, 
because it is drawn from the class of so-called generic 
sentences; but genericity is not a phenomenon peculiar to 
mass-nouns and is exhibited to an equal extent by singu¬ 
lar and plural count-nouns. 

Finally, the predicate view, given our familiar way of 
thinking about predication as involving domains of 
objects, threatens to do away completely with the intu¬ 
itive contrast between the different kinds of noun-occur¬ 
rences. Whether this threatened obliteration should be 
taken as cause for alarm, however, depends in part on 
one’s reaction to the kind of skeptical attitude displayed 
in Burge (1972), according to which the mass/count-dis- 
tinction seems ultimately to be a pragmatic phenome¬ 
non, the grammatical manifestation of the contrast 
between cases in which, for whatever reasons, standards 
(though not necessarily clear ones) are already available 
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for what is to count as a such-and-such (for some appro¬ 
priate substantival phrase) and cases in which there has 
not been any comparable pressure to clarify or supple¬ 
ment our current practice. 

This skeptical outlook takes the linguistic distinction 
in itself to be a relatively superficial phenomenon, at least 
from the point of view of semantics and ontology, though 
there might be a good deal of interest to be said about it, 
for example, from the perspective of epistemology, phi¬ 
losophy of science, philosophy of mathematics, and psy¬ 
chology especially concerning our practices of counting 
and measuring (see for example Frege 1884, Carnap 1926, 
Carey 1985, 1994, Xu 1997). Some of the considerations 
raised above in Section 1, especially the striking hetero¬ 
geneity of class of expressions at issue noted in (b) and 
(c), as well as the flexibility of current usage and the 
cross-linguistic variation noted in (d) and (e), might in 
fact be thought to count as prima facie evidence in favor 
of such a skeptical approach. 

In addition to the apparent “semantic double-life” 
that has been ascribed to mass-nouns by writers such as 
Quine, this mode of expression has also seemed to pose 
special challenges with respect to the following question: 

Mass-Logic and Mass-Quantification: 

(iv) How do mass-nouns behave under quantifica¬ 
tion and in combination with logical connectives 

such as negation, disjunction, and others? 

As R. Sharvy (1980), R Roeper (1983), J. T. Lonning 
(1987), and J. Higginbotham (1994) in particular have 
discussed in detail, it seems that such statements as “The 
hot coffee did not disappear” or “All phosphorus is either 
red or black” cannot be understood straightforwardly in 
terms of quantification over quantities of coffee or phos¬ 
phorus and in terms of such set-theoretic notions as 
membership, subset, union, intersection or complement. 
For example, it has been argued that “All phosphorus is 
either red or black” does not mean the same as “Every 
quantity of phosphorus is either red or black,” because, of 
those quantities of phosphorus that include both red 
phosphorus and black phosphorus, it is neither true to 
say that they are red nor that they are black (Roeper 1983, 
p. 254). Statements of this kind have been taken to pro¬ 
vide motivation for thinking that, as in the case of predi¬ 
cation, our familiar approach to quantification and other 
logical operations, as involving domains of objects that 
can be interpreted as standing in set-theoretic relations to 
one another, does not do justice to the semantic proper¬ 
ties of mass-nouns and the system of determiners that 
accompanies them. 


The suspected failure of the traditional apparatus to 
yield a fully general logic has commonly been traced to a 
certain combination of mereological characteristics 
exhibited by mass-nouns (or their denotations, or the 
concepts expressed by them). Thus, from the beginning, 
writers have been struck because not only do sums of, say, 
mud yield more mud (as of course do sums of, say, peo¬ 
ple), but because divisions of mud generally (i.e., with the 
exception of small and not readily accessible parts) also 
yield more mud (see, for example, Leonard and Good¬ 
man 1940, Goodman 1951, Quine 1960, Burge 1972, Lay- 
cock 1972, Cheng 1973, Bunt 1979, 1985, Ter Meulen 
1981, Roeper 1983, Simons 1987, Higginbotham 1994, 
and Zimmerman 1995). The first of these properties is 
known as “cumulativity,” the second as “distributivity,” 
and their conjunction is often called “homogeneity”; the 
semantic relevance (if any) of “parts that are too small” 
(Quine 1960, p. 98) has given rise to what is known as the 
“problem of minimal parts.” 

Moreover, while divisions of mud into more mud, as 
we now know from empirical inquiry, cannot go on for¬ 
ever, it has been said that, at the very least, it is not part of 
the meaning of the term “mud” that there are atoms of 
mud, in the mereological sense of “atom” (i.e., quantities 
of mud that have no proper parts that are themselves 
mud), while apparently it does follow from the meaning 
of such terms as “person” or “people,” or at least from the 
fact that they are standardly used as count-nouns, that 
their extensions do consist of such atoms, with each sin¬ 
gle person counting as one of them. 

Thus, if these observations are correct, they would 
lead to the following tripartite division: (i) singular 
count-nouns are neither cumulative nor distributive, but 
they are atomic; (ii) plural count-nouns are cumulative 
and atomic, but not distributive; and (iii) mass-nouns are 
homogeneous (i.e., both cumulative and distributive), 
but nonatomic (i.e., uncommitted as between the proper¬ 
ties of atomicity and full-fledged atomlessness). And 
where there are no atoms, so it has seemed to many writ¬ 
ers, there set-theoretic operations and the associated 
approaches to quantification can take no hold; instead, 
nonatomic, algebraically characterizable systems (such as 
Boolean algebra or lattice theory) have seemed more 
appropriate in light of the semantic peculiarities of mass- 
nouns (see especially Cartwright 1963, for the first fully 
developed, but unpublished, algebraic account; later 
analyses in the same style include Bunt 1979, 1985, 
Roeper 1983, Link 1983, Simons 1987, Landman 1991, 
and Higginbotham 1994). 
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Despite the popularity of this style of approach, 
however, it is at least debatable, first, whether mass-nouns 
in fact are homogeneous, given the problem of minimal 
parts; and, secondly, whether the question of atomicity 
can in fact carry the semantic weight ascribed to it, given 
that, for example, we can without difficulty refer to some¬ 
thing as a building, even when the object in question has 
proper parts that are themselves buildings (see Koslicki 
1999 for a skeptical voice). Also relevant in this connec¬ 
tion is the debate in contemporary metaphysics concern¬ 
ing the so-called “problem of the many” (see, e.g., Unger 
1981), which concerns the question of whether each 
region of space-time occupied by something we would 
ordinarily refer to as, say, “one person” is in fact occupied 
by indefinitely many numerically distinct, but largely 
overlapping, persons: however exactly this debate in 
metaphysics ought to be resolved, at the very least we can¬ 
not accuse the philosophers involved in it of not being 
competent speakers of English! 

3. OTHER PURPORTED DIFFERENCES 

In addition to the apparent mereological differences as 
well as the purported differences in semantic role just 
cited, the following considerations are frequently also 
thought to bear some relevance to the mass/count-dis- 
tinction. 

CONSTITUTION AND THE (ALLEGED) ‘'STUFF”/ 
"THING” DICHOTOMY. Exaggerated emphasis on a rel¬ 
atively small class of examples, such as “mud” versus 
“chair,” has led to the idea that the linguistic mass/count- 
distinction maps straightforwardly onto an alleged meta¬ 
physical distinction between “stuff” and “things.” A 
related misconception is that the denotations of mass- 
nouns constitute the denotations of count-nouns, 
because it is thought that mass-nouns denote “stuff” and 
count-nouns denote “things,” and that the former consti¬ 
tutes the latter. Whatever exactly the notion of “stuff” 
comes to, however, it is simply not true that the constitu¬ 
tion-relation connects mass- and count-noun denota¬ 
tions in this one-directional way (because, for example, 
particular virtues may constitute someone’s virtue and 
particular pieces of furniture constitute furniture). 

Moreover, as it stands, allusions to the notion of 
“stuff” are, in the absence of further elucidation, not par¬ 
ticularly helpful. According to our ordinary usage, the 
term, “stuff,” is employed in an extremely wide and varied 
range of contexts and is, in fact, often intersubstitutable 
with the term, “thing,” as in “the stuff/things you’ve writ¬ 
ten,” “the stuff/things in your attic,” and so on. Thus, 


unless it can be clarified, for example, whether such mass- 
noun denotations as asparagus, trash, jewelry or traffic 
should be considered “stuff,” and whether such count- 
noun denotations as clouds, bacteria or viruses should 
not be considered “stuff,” and, if so, why, this notion is 
simply too hazy to be of much theoretical use. Moreover, 
given the heterogeneity of the class of expressions at 
issue, the flexibility of current usage and the cross- 
linguistic variation noted in considerations (b) through 
(e) of Section 1, it is highly questionable whether any sin¬ 
gle metaphysical distinction can be found to underlie this 
linguistic contrast. 

SHAPE-, STRUCTURE-AND SPACE-OCCUPANCY PROP¬ 
ERTIES. Relatedly, one often finds the mass/count-dis- 
tinction described as involving a contrast between “units” 
that are “discrete,” “delineated,” and “definite,” have a “cer¬ 
tain shape” or “precise limits,” on the one hand, and 
something that is more “undifferentiated,” “continuous,” 
“nondelineated,” or “unstructured,” on the other hand 
(see for example Pelletier 1991, Jespersen 1924 for repre¬ 
sentative formulations). It is difficult to tease apart how 
much of this vocabulary is intended to be understood 
epistemically (as terms such as “definite” and “precise” 
intimate) and how much of it is to be understood meta¬ 
physically; in either case, however, it is difficult to discern 
here anything more than what is already contained in 
either consideration (a) above or consideration (c) below. 

DIVIDED REFERENCE/CRITERIA OF IDENTITY AND 
INDIVIDUATION. The mass/count-distinction is almost 
universally conceived of as involving a contrast between 
expressions that “carry within themselves” criteria of 
identity and individuation and ones that fail to supply at 
least one or possibly both sorts of criteria. Thus, Quine 
famously remarks that, while “shoe,” “pair of shoes,” and 
“footwear” all range over the same “scattered stuff,” they 
differ in that the first two “divide their reference” in dif¬ 
ferent ways and the third not at all (1960, p. 91); and P. F. 
Strawson comments, equally notoriously, that “the gen¬ 
eral question of the criteria of distinctness and identity of 
individual instances of snow or gold cannot be raised or, 
if raised, be satisfactorily answered,” because, in his view, 
“we have to wait until we know whether we are talking of 
veins, pieces or quantities of gold, or of falls, drifts or 
expanses of snow” (Strawson 1953-1954, p. 242; see also 
Laycock 1972, pp. 31-32). 

However, as Helen Cartwright has argued forcefully 
in a series of early papers (especially Cartwright 1965, 
1970), if “individuation” is what goes on when a noun has 
a paradigmatically predicative occurrence (e.g., one that 
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appears next to such determiners such as “all,” “some,” 
“most,” “the,” “this,” “much,” and “little”), then the 
mass/count-distinction does not point to a general con¬ 
trast in whether an expression “individuates,” only 
arguably in how it does so; moreover, the question of 
identity is an equally moot point, because, as Cartwright 
points out, there are as many clear or tricky cases on the 
count-side as on the mass-side (e.g., compare “word” 
with “work,” to use Cartwright’s example). Finally, con¬ 
siderations that turn on the phenomenon of change over 
time, as when we speak for example of something’s being 
the same water from one time to another, even while the 
water in question is slowly evaporating, also fail to isolate 
a feature that is peculiar to the denotations of any one 
class of expressions (see Laycock 1972,1975,1989,1998). 

COUNTING AND MEASURING. Finally, we come to a 
more promising area to explore in connection with the 
mass/count-distinction, namely the distinction between 
counting and measuring, that is, the distinction, on the 
one hand, between the practice of counting and measur¬ 
ing, and that between what we count and what we meas¬ 
ure, that is, the subject-matter to which these practice are 
directed, on the other hand (see for example Parsons 
[1970] and Cartwright [1975a] for discussion of amounts 
and measures of amounts). Simply put, the contrast in 
this area is taken to be the following: whereas mass-noun 
denotations can only be measured, count-noun denota¬ 
tions can also be counted: thus, in the former case, only 
the vocabulary of amounts and measures of amount is 
appropriate, whereas the latter also admits of the appara¬ 
tus of number and cardinality. 

However, even in this area, matters are less clear than 
is often supposed. For, as it stands, the contrast between 
what we can and cannot measure really only marks off 
the sorts of magnitudes discussed by the physicist (e.g., 
temperature, mass, velocity, distance, and the like) from 
those entities which, in some way, exhibit these magni¬ 
tudes; and while it is true that such magnitudes tend to be 
referred to by means of mass-nouns, the class of mass- 
nouns is of course thought to be much wider than simply 
what is encompassed by these magnitude-denoting 
terms. The area of counting as well is still radically under¬ 
explored, at least from the point of view of philosophy, 
though much interesting work has been done on the sub¬ 
ject by psychologists (see for example Carey [1985, 1994] 
and the references cited therein). If counting involves, as 
Frege would put it, an association between a concept and 
a cardinal number, then the key question that arises in 
this context is just the question G. Frege himself was con¬ 
cerned to answer in Section 54 of the Grundlagen, namely 


what sorts of requirements must be met by a concept to 
admit association with number (for discussion, see for 
example Geach 1962, Dummett 1973, Koslicki 1997, 
Blanchette 1999). If what has been suggested in the previ¬ 
ous paragraph is correct and no general contrast exists 
between mass- and count-nouns at least in whether they 
provide criteria of individuation and identity, then the 
answer to Frege’s question concerning counting must lie 
elsewhere; and what this answer is, it is fair to say, is still 
an open question. 

IV. CONCLUSION 

As sobering as we might find this outcome to be, it may 
be that, at the end of the day, the only absolutely general 
and incontestable truism that can be stated in connection 
with the mass/count-distinction is that a true statement 
containing a singular or plural count-noun, as in “There 
is a hair in my soup” or “There are hairs in my soup,” 
insures the presence of either exactly one whole hair, or 
exactly two whole hairs, and so forth, whatever precisely 
this comes to in metaphysical terms; whereas a true state¬ 
ment of the form “There is hair in my soup” is compati¬ 
ble with there not being exactly one whole hair, or exactly 
two whole hairs, and so forth, because what is present 
may be parts of hairs or sums of parts of hairs or sums of 
hairs. And while this truth-conditional difference, stated 
in this stark and austere form, without the usual accom¬ 
paniment of highly metaphorical and generally unhelpful 
vocabulary, might at first glance strike us as entirely triv¬ 
ial, its semantic and ontological significance, as can be 
gleaned among other things from the sorts of inferences 
that are licensed by it, should not be underestimated. 
Even if hair, perhaps, is no more “stufflike” than hairs, 
there is still an interesting story to be told as to what 
makes something one whole hair, or, for that matter, one 
whole anything (see Fine 1994, 1999, Harte 2002). 

See also Aristotle; Frege, Gottlob; Plato; Pre-Socratic Phi¬ 
losophy; Proper Names and Descriptions; Properties; 
Quine, Willard Van Orman; Semantics; Strawson, Peter 
Frederick. 
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NOUS 

Nous is most likely derived from the root snu, meaning 
“to sniff.” Homer uses nous to mark the realization or 
understanding of a situation or state of affairs. Nous pen¬ 
etrates beyond the surface features of a situation and 
reveals the underlying truth of the matter. It is not 
divorced from perception and its most primitive function 
is that of apprehending or “smelling” danger. In Homer 
nous is also linked to the visualization of a plan of action 
that is immediately prompted by the awareness of a situ¬ 
ation possessing emotional impact. 

In Parmenides nous maintains its Homeric function 
as that which reveals ultimate truth. However, it also 
serves as the source of logical reasoning. In Parmenides 
nous is divorced from perception and it is best under¬ 
stood to mean “thought” or “intellect.” In accordance 
with his rather austere ontology, Parmenides may well 
hold that that which exists is also that which thinks (i.e., 
no thing that exists fails to be a thing that thinks). 

Anaxagoras treats nous as a mass term, like water or 
air (as opposed to a count term, like man or leaf). He 
appears to treat nous, not as “intellect,” but as “reason” or 
“the virtue of rationality.” Nous, for Anaxagoras, is the 
ultimate source of order and motion in the cosmos. By 
both initiating and governing a vortex, nous brings order 
to an otherwise static primordial chaos. Anaxagoras 


asserts that nous is the lightest and purest thing. In so 
doing, he may well be attempting to articulate the idea 
that nous is an immaterial substance. 

Plato incorporates elements from Parmenides, 
Homer, and Anaxagoras into his treatment of nous. First, 
following Parmenides, Plato considers nous to be an intel¬ 
lectual faculty that is wholly divorced from perception. 
Second, following Homer, Plato considers nous to be a 
source of insight or intuition. Still, for Plato, intuition is 
a nonempirically based grasp of unchanging and eternal 
truth. Finally, following Anaxagoras, Plato considers nous 
to be the source of order and motion in the cosmos. Nous, 
as rationality itself, is the substance that orders the heav¬ 
ens for the sake of the best. It is the cause of regular celes¬ 
tial motion and it is the cause of rationality in humans. 

Aristotle, in his treatment of nous, displays acute 
awareness of views advanced by his predecessors. First, 
Aristotle takes nous to be a source of insight. Nous is a 
grasp of the salient features of a situation, but it is also a 
grasp of universal scientific principles. Nous, even in its 
later role, is not divorced from perception. It is the grasp 
of principles that are acquired by induction from per¬ 
ceived cases. Second, Aristotle uses nous to mean “intel¬ 
lect.” He asserts that one’s nous is separate from the body. 
In so doing, Aristotle is likely to be advancing the view 
that human intellect is an immaterial faculty. Finally, 
Aristotle’s God, the Prime Mover, is nous. It is a separately 
existing and fully actualized rationality. This nous is the 
chief cause of motion, order, and goodness in the cosmos. 

See also Anaxagoras of Clazomenae; Aristotle; Homer; 
Parmenides of Elea; Perception; Plato; Thinking. 
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N OVAL IS 

(1772-1801) 

Novalis was the pseudonym of Friedrich Leopold Frei¬ 
herr von Hardenberg, the lyric poet and leader of the 
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early German romanticists. Novalis was born of Pietistic 
parents on the family estate, Oberwiederstedt, in Saxony. 
In preparation for a civil service career, he studied 
jurisprudence, philosophy, chemistry, and mathematics 
at Jena, Leipzig, and finally at Wittenberg, where he com¬ 
pleted his studies in 1794. In Jena, Novalis came under the 
influence of Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, Friedrich 
Schiller, and especially Johann Gottlieb Fichte. Soon 
afterward he became friendly with Friedrich and August 
Wilhelm von Schlegel, Ludwig Tieck, Friedrich von 
Schelling, and Johann Wilhelm Ritter. While apprenticed 
to a local official in Tennstedt, Novalis became engaged to 
thirteen-year-old Sophie von Kuhn in 1795. Her death in 
1797 reinforced his romantic mysticism and culminated 
in a poetic transfiguration of his loss, in which his love 
and his desire to follow her into death are mingled (Hym- 
nen an die Nacht, first published in 1800). From 1796 on, 
Novalis worked in the administration of the Saxon salt 
works at Weissenfels. From 1797 to 1799 he studied min¬ 
ing at Freiburg, where he became engaged to Julie von 
Charpentier. He died at Weissenfels. 

With Friedrich Schlegel, Novalis is the most charac¬ 
teristic spokesman of early romanticism. In opposition to 
the ideals of the Enlightenment and early classicism he 
presented his vision of the romantic life. In his novelistic 
fragment Heinrich von Ofterdingen, which was written in 
opposition to Goethe’s Wilhelm Meister, he furnished the 
age with a poetic description of the poet. The self-con¬ 
sciousness implicit in such an undertaking is characteris¬ 
tic of Novalis. Thinking about his own situation, the poet 
tries to answer the more general question of the destiny of 
humankind; the poet is a seer who leads man home. The 
homelessness presupposed in this theme is also manifest 
in Novalis’s characterization of the modern age as frag¬ 
mented. By contrast, according to Novalis’s idealized pic¬ 
ture, the Middle Ages was a time of unity. 

These ideas are further developed in Die Christenheit 
oder Europa (1799), an essay on the history of Western 
civilization, in which Novalis attacks the Protestant 
Reformation and the Enlightenment for having destroyed 
medieval unity. Also, he proposes that the most impor¬ 
tant reason for the homelessness of man is simply that he 
is a finite being. To be finite is to be in search of the infi¬ 
nite, which can be recovered in the depths of the human 
soul, a concept which develops ideas derived from 
Fichte’s Wissenschaftslehre. Meaning, being, and truth are 
identified with the absolute ego. When the adept in Die 
Lehrlinge zu Sais (1798) lifts the veil of Isis that hides the 
meaning of human existence, he discovers only his true 


self. At the same time, this discovery is an escape from all 
that separates man from nature and from others. 

The poet, through knowledge of his true self, is intu¬ 
itively able to grasp the meaning of the world, which is 
veiled by mechanistic explanations, and to reveal this 
meaning to others. Poetry is an attempt to draw away the 
veil of the finite, which hides the mysterious meaning of 
everything. It thus has an apparently negative effect. The 
claims of the finite must be destroyed for the sake of the 
infinite. Romantic irony negates the ordinary significance 
of things and paves the way for a magic transformation of 
reality. Novalis’s magic idealism may be described as an 
esoteric game in which relationships are suggested that 
may seem fantastic but are designed to reveal a higher 
meaning. The best example of this is Heinrich von Ofter¬ 
dingen, in which past and present, fairy tale and everyday 
reality, mingle in such a way that the reader loses his bear¬ 
ings. This loss liberates his imagination. The world 
reveals its meaning when it is transformed into some¬ 
thing man has freely chosen, and the opposition between 
man and nature is thereby overcome. Salvation lies in the 
godlike freedom of the artist. 

Meaning escapes adequate conceptualization; it can 
only be hinted at. Fragment and aphorism (Bliitenstaub, 
published in 1798) lend themselves particularly well to 
this purpose, as they point to meanings beyond them¬ 
selves which must remain unstated. The romantic’s 
refusal to mediate between the finite and the infinite, his 
assertion that there is no relationship between mere facts 
and transcendent meanings, makes it impossible to give 
any definite content to that reality which is said to be the 
goal of man’s search. The movement toward salvation 
becomes indistinguishable from a flight into nothingness. 
Thus, in his Hymnen an die Nacht Novalis celebrates the 
night, in which all polarities are reconciled, and opposes 
it to more shallow day—a theme taken up by Arthur 
Schopenhauer, Friedrich Nietzsche, and their more recent 
followers. 

See also Enlightenment; Fichte, Johann Gottlieb; Goethe, 
Johann Wolfgang von; Nietzsche, Friedrich; Reforma¬ 
tion; Romanticism; Schelling, Friedrich Wilhelm 
Joseph von; Schiller, Friedrich; Schlegel, Friedrich von; 
Schopenhauer, Arthur. 
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NOZICK, ROBERT 

(1938-2002) 

Robert Nozick was born in Brooklyn, New York, gradu¬ 
ated from Columbia University in 1959, and received a 
PhD from Princeton University in 1963. After stints at 
Princeton University and the Rockefeller University, Noz¬ 
ick went to Harvard University in 1969, at age thirty, as 
full professor. There he was named Arthur Kingsley 
Porter Professor of Philosophy in 1985, then Joseph Pel¬ 
legrino University Professor in 1998. He was a fellow of 
the American Academy of Arts and Sciences and served as 
president of the Eastern Division of the American Philo¬ 
sophical Association. 

Nozick and his Harvard colleague John Rawls were 
the giants of twentieth-century political philosophy. 
Where Rawls stuck to one task, elaborating and defending 
his magisterial Theory of Justice, Nozick was notably rest¬ 


less and interested in everything. He once said, “I didn’t 
want to spend my life writing Son of Anarchy, State, and 
Utopia, Return of the Son, and so on” (Socratic Puzzles 
1997, p. 2). In an age of subspecialization, the range of 
Nozick’s contributions is shocking. 

POLITICAL PHILOSOPHY 

In A Theory of Justice, Rawls described himself as working 
toward a theory of pure procedural justice. He proposed 
as a test of distributive justice that inequalities are just 
only if they offer the greatest possible benefit to the 
worst-off. In Anarchy State, and Utopia (1974), Nozick’s 
departure was to develop a genuinely procedural theory, 
aimed at no particular end state. Indeed, Nozick’s prod¬ 
uct was less a theory of just distribution than a theory of 
just transfer. A transfer from one person to another is 
truly just, according to Nozick, if truly voluntary. 

Nozick’s argument sometimes is said to lack founda¬ 
tions, to merely postulate rights. More charitably, Noz¬ 
ick’s bold claims about rights are his conclusions rather 
than his premises. Starting from Rawls’s foundation— 
individuals are separate and may not be sacrificed for 
others—Nozick, in the process arguing for this premise, 
carries it to its logical conclusion. Part 1 of Anarchy State, 
and Utopia argues that a world where persons are 
respected as separate entities within a minimal state is a 
possible world. Part 3 argues that this is an attractive 
world. Part 2 argues that a world where our separateness 
is not taken to its logical conclusion—not taken to culmi¬ 
nate in some more or less literal interpretation of Rawls’s 
call for the “most extensive system of liberty compatible 
with like liberty for all” (1971, p. 302)—is neither attrac¬ 
tive nor just. 

In one of the century’s more influential philosophi¬ 
cal examples, Nozick asks us to suppose that we are in a 
situation as perfectly just and equal as we can imagine. 
Then someone offers Wilt Chamberlain a dollar for the 
privilege of watching him play basketball. Before we 
know it, thousands of people happily are paying Wilt a 
dollar each every time he puts on a show. Wilt gets rich. 
The distribution is no longer equal, but no one is com¬ 
plaining. Nozick’s question: If we assume for argument’s 
sake that justice is a pattern of equality achievable at a 
given moment, what happens if we achieve the ideal? 
Must we then prohibit everything—consuming, creating, 
trading, giving—that upsets perfect equality? Recent 
egalitarian work is an evolving response to the problem 
Nozick’s story revealed. In part due to Nozick’s argument, 
egalitarians at the beginning of the twenty-first century 
realize that any equality worthy of aspiring to will focus 
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less on equality as a time-slice property of economic dis¬ 
tribution of wealth and more on how people are treated: 
how they are rewarded for their contributions and 
enabled over time to make contributions worth reward¬ 
ing. 

METAPHYSICS AND EPISTEMOLOGY 

Nozick’s last book, Invariances (2001), spans a range of 
topics including truth, objectivity, and consciousness, 
and his second book, Philosophical Explanations (1981), 
offers fresh ideas on free will, personal identity, and 
knowledge. For example, philosophers for millennia had 
analyzed knowledge as justified true belief. That is, S 
knows that p just in cas ep is true, S believes thatp, and S’s 
belief is justified. Since 1963, though, philosophy had 
been reeling from Edmund Gettier’s refutation of this 
seemingly straightforward analysis. Nozick’s response is 
among the most creative. The problem with justification, 
as Gettier construed it, is that a belief can be justified, in 
virtue of coinciding with the facts, without being prop¬ 
erly sensitive to the facts. Nozick, instead of refining or 
supplementing the justification condition, replaced it 
with a pair of tracking conditions: 

If it were not true that p, S would not believe that p. 

If it were true that p, S would believe that p. 

DECISION THEORY 

Nozick’s Socratic Puzzles (1997), a collection of essays, 
includes his essay “Newcomb’s Problem and Two Princi¬ 
ples of Choice.” In it Nozick introduced a class of puzzles 
for prevailing formulas for maximizing expected utility. 
For example, the devout go to heaven, according to John 
Calvin, but why? Because they are devout? If so, expected 
utility would suggest that we ought to be devout. Or 
because of predetermined grace, a side effect of which is 
an urge to be devout? In this second case, since it is more 
fun not to be devout, expected utility would suggest that 
we ought not to be devout. The crucial issue is not 
whether the outcome is probabilistically linked to one’s 
action but whether it is affected by one’s action. There¬ 
fore, rational choice cannot be entirely captured by any 
probabilistic formula. Even at its most formulaic, rational 
choice would have to begin with the problem of choosing 
a formula to govern subsequent choices, soothe choosing 
begins prior to having the formula. The chosen formula 
will be a way of processing information not only about 
probabilities and utilities but also about causal connec¬ 
tions between actions and outcomes. Nozick’s essay 
spawned hundreds of responses. 


NONCOERCIVE PHILOSOPHY 

One of Nozick’s biggest contributions to philosophy was 
to reflect on, and poke fun at, the competitiveness of 
philosophical discourse. Nozick returned to this theme in 
the introductions to each of his major works; it was the 
only topic that occupied Nozick continuously. “Philo¬ 
sophical training molds arguers.... A philosophical argu¬ 
ment is an attempt to get someone to believe something, 
whether he wants to believe it or not. ... To argue with 
someone is to attempt to push him around verbally. ... 
Perhaps philosophers need arguments so powerful they 
set up reverberations in the brain: if the person refuses to 
accept the conclusion, he dies ” (1981, p. 4). Nozick’s 
remarks on the ideal of “coercive philosophy” led to a 
generation of self-deprecating humor in seminars across 
the United States and eventually to a widespread relaxing 
of what had been a more confrontational, less cooperative 
disciplinary style. 

See also Calvin, John; Decision Theory; Justice; Personal 
Identity; Rawls, John; Rights. 
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NUMBER 

Numbers are central to science. They underlie what 
Galileo Galilei and Isaac Newton called the primary prop¬ 
erties of things, the properties that can be measured 
(John Locke listed these as number, motion and rest, size, 
figure, and impenetrability). These underlie secondary 
properties (like colors and musical harmonies and dis¬ 
cords), which in turn underlie the tertiary properties, like 
beauty, which make life worth living. 

The centrality of numbers to science indirectly con¬ 
fers on them philosophical significance, but they have 
also played a direct role in metaphysics. Plato’s theory of 
universals begins from the problem of the One over 
Many. Behind the superficial diversity of things in the 
world, it is often the case that there is one thing that many 
numerically distinct individuals share in common. For 
instance, when one doubles the length of the string on a 
lyre or the length of a column of air in a flute, the note it 
sounds is always lowered by the same musical interval, an 
octave. The things that distinct individuals share in com¬ 
mon are called universals, and “Platonism” is used as a 
name for a broad and loose family of theories that affirm 
the existence of universals. 

The existence of numbers has always been central to 
the history of Platonism, from ancient times to the pres¬ 
ent. In the nineteenth and twentieth centuries founda¬ 
tional work in the philosophy of mathematics, especially 
by Gottlob Frege and Bertrand Russell, affirmed the exis¬ 
tence of numbers. Following them, Willard Van Orman 
Quine affirmed the existence of numbers, and he rightly 
called this doctrine “Platonism”. Quine argued that it is 
reasonable to believe in the existence of numbers because 
numbers are central to mathematics, which in turn is cen¬ 
tral to science. This reason for believing in numbers is 
close to the guiding Pythagorean and Platonist idea that 
to understand the world we must find the unified mathe¬ 
matical patterns that lie behind the diversities of appear¬ 
ances. 

EARLY HISTORY OF NUMBERS 

The history of numbers in India, China, and elsewhere is 
deep and diverse, but it is still not properly understood. 


In ancient and modern histories of ideas in Europe, the 
origin of geometry was traditionally traced to ancient 
Egypt; and relatively sophisticated advances in arithmetic 
and algebra have been recognized as having emerged in 
Mesopotamia; and both these sources entered European 
traditions through ancient Greece. Knowledge of this 
ancient history is improving, but it is still incomplete. 

The early mathematical advances of ancient Greece 
are better known, though even here the evidence is 
sparse. Almost no written records survive from the 
Pythagorean oral traditions before Plato. What survives 
from before Euclid’s Elements consists in little more than 
hints in Plato and Aristotle. 

Euclid’s Elements, the first systematic presentation of 
geometry and arithmetic, is magnificent, but little is 
known of its sources and motivations. It is relatively 
apparent, however, that some of his theorems consist in 
translations of algebraic results, known in Mesopotamia, 
into geometric counterparts. For instance, an algebraic 
thesis, like (a + b ) 2 = ( a 2 + 2ab + b 1 ), would become a the¬ 
orem concerned with the division of a square into two 
smaller squares and two rectangles. For some reason, the 
mathematicians of Plato’s Academy emphasized geome¬ 
try rather than arithmetic, and arithmetic was subsumed 
under geometry. 

PROLIFERATION OF KINDS OF 
NUMBERS 

Besides the whole numbers (or natural numbers) the 
Greeks also recognized relationships of ratio between 
numbers. For example, the numbers 9 and 6 stand in the 
same ratio as 3 to 2, and one can call this ratio (3:2). This 
same relationship of ratio that holds between any two 
numbers will also hold between two possible geometrical 
lengths. 

However, among the relationships of ratio that hold 
between various magnitudes, as for instance between 
lengths of lines, there are some that do not hold between 
any two whole numbers. Plato and Aristotle allude, many 
times, to a proof that no ratio between whole numbers 
will match the relationship of proportion that holds 
between the diagonal and the side of a perfect square. 
This fact would now be expressed by saying that V2 is an 
irrational number, which means that there are no whole 
numbers a and b such that a / b = V2. 

The ancient Greeks thought of ratios among lines as 
forming a domain distinct from the domain of numbers. 
Numbers consisted simply of whole numbers. As the cen¬ 
turies advanced, the term number gradually expanded to 
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include the entire domain of what are now called the pos¬ 
itive real numbers. This domain includes all the irrational 
numbers, such as \fl and it, that can be represented as 
nonterminating decimals (such as 3.1415926 ... ). This 
domain includes, as a subdomain, the rational numbers, 
which are the ratios that hold between whole numbers; 
and, as a smaller subdomain, the integers, which corre¬ 
spond to just the rational ratios to the unit measure. The 
domain of number did not initially, however, include the 
number zero or the negative numbers. 

Over several centuries the domain of things that were 
included as numbers expanded to include zero and nega¬ 
tive numbers. First, there was an expansion to include a 
symbol “0” that was at first to be thought of not as signi¬ 
fying any number, but just as a place holder in the system 
of Arabic notation that is used today. In the notation “12,” 
the “1” is placed in the second column from the right, and 
this means that it signifies one group of ten. Take 2 away 
from 12 and the result is written “10” with the “0” not 
referring to anything at all, but just serving to keep the 
“1” in the second column, so that it continues to signify 
one group of ten. 

As time went by, however, the symbol “0” did come 
to be thought of as standing for something that might be 
called “the number zero”, trusting that there was some 
suitable thing for this symbol to refer to. It was only grad¬ 
ually that any clear conception began to arise of what 
kind of thing this number zero might be. 

Likewise, negative numbers began as notation that 
did not refer to any extra numbers, but just told one what 
to do with ordinary, positive whole numbers. With time, 
however, this notation came to be thought of as referring 
to new numbers, and eventually a conception emerged 
about what kinds of things these new numbers might be. 

There was also a tentative expansion, with deep 
philosophical misgivings, to include what are now known 
as imaginary and complex numbers. Briefly, the imagi¬ 
nary number i —assuming there is such a thing, and call¬ 
ing it a number—is defined to be that mathematical 
object that is such that the ratio of 1 to it is the same as 
the ratio of it to minus 1. That is, i / 1 = -1 / i, so that i 2 = 
-1. Complex numbers consist of all the numbers that can 
be obtained from i by taking multiples of it and adding 
the result to other numbers. 

There was also a tentative expansion, with deep 
philosophical misgivings, to include infinitesimal magni¬ 
tudes. These extra entities seemed to be indispensable in 
the new mathematical theory of physical magnitudes like 
velocity and acceleration, invented by Newton and Got¬ 


tfried Wilhelm Leibniz and referred to as “calculus” or, in 
its most general form, “analysis”. 

Despite the immense success of the calculus in sci¬ 
ence, the concept of an infinitesimal—a magnitude 
greater than zero, but less than any finite magnitude— 
was viewed with some suspicion. In the nineteenth cen¬ 
tury, through the work of Augustine-Louis Cauchy and 
Karl Weierstrass, the concept of an infinitesimal was 
replaced by the concept of the limit of a sequence of 
numbers. An infinite sequence of numbers s,, s 2 , s 3 , ... 
approaches the limit l if the difference between l and s n 
can be made as small as one likes by taking sufficiently 
large values of n. That is, given any positive number d, no 
matter how small, there is some number N such that the 
difference between Z and s n is less than d, for every n ( N. 

Using this concept, the nineteenth-century mathe¬ 
maticians showed how the concepts of continuity, con¬ 
vergence, differential, and integral could all be precisely 
defined. In this way, it was shown how talk of infinitesi¬ 
mals could be dispensed with entirely. 

A further nineteenth-century development was the 
introduction by Georg Cantor of the concept of a trans- 
finite number. The transfinite numbers can be thought of 
as measuring the size of infinite sets. Cantor introduced 
the symbol N 0 (pronounced “aleph-null”) for the num¬ 
ber measuring the size of the set of all positive whole 
numbers and the symbol c for the transfinite number 
measuring the size of the set of all real numbers. By a sim¬ 
ple, yet ingenious argument (the celebrated diagonal 
argument), Cantor was able to show that there are more 
real numbers than whole numbers: c > X 0 . 

Cantor proved that there are always more subsets of 
a given set than elements of that set (so there are more 
sets of natural numbers than natural numbers for exam¬ 
ple). Hence, given any transfinite number measuring the 
size of an infinite set, there is a larger transfinite number, 
which measures the size of the set of all subsets of that set. 

Cantor developed a transfinite arithmetic for these 
new numbers, showing how operations corresponding to 
addition and exponentiation could be defined for them. 
Again, the new numbers were viewed initially with the 
deepest suspicion by the mathematical community. 

FREGE AND THE PARADOXES 

The work of the nineteenth-century mathematicians had 
begun a reverse process of defining one kind of number 
in terms of simpler kinds. The complex numbers, it had 
been shown, could be defined as pairs of real numbers 
(like the x-y coordinates of Cartesian geometry) along 
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with special rules for adding and multiplying these pairs. 
The real numbers had been shown by Julius Dedekind 
and Cauchy to be definable as infinite sequences or sets of 
rational numbers, while the rational numbers themselves 
can be identified with sets of pairs of natural numbers. 

What of the natural numbers themselves? Frege’s 
work can be seen as an attempt to complete this reverse 
process of rigorization by providing a firm foundation 
for the fundamental theory of the natural numbers. 
Dedekind and Giuseppe Peano had independently speci¬ 
fied some simple axioms for that theory (called number 
theory or arithmetic). However, Frege wanted to answer 
the questions: What are the natural numbers? How may 
they be defined? The Dedekind-Peano axioms specify the 
laws governing the numbers, but do not provide a defini¬ 
tion of them. 

Imagine if one thought that the number of soldiers 
in an army was one of the army’s most significant prop¬ 
erties. One might then think of whole numbers as prop¬ 
erties of aggregates. However, as Frege pointed out, if one 
points to the things on a desk and asks how many there 
are, one has not yet asked a complete question. There may 
be two decks of cards; and if so, then there are also 106 
cards; and there are a great many molecules; and so on. 

This suggests that number is a property of proper¬ 
ties. The property of “being a deck of cards on the table” 
has the property of having one instance; the property of 
“being a card on the table” has the property of having 106 
instances; and so on. The property of “being a unicorn” 
has the property of having no instances. That higher- 
order property, the property of having no instances, 
might aptly be called the number zero. 

Consider, then, the theory that the number 2 is a 
property of a property, namely the property of having 
two instances, that the number 3 is the property of hav¬ 
ing three instances, and so on. Frege turned decisively 
aside from this theory. He argued that numbers could not 
be universals or concepts, but had to be objects. 

For Frege, the fundamental kind of expression used 
to ascribe numbers to things are expressions like “the 
number of cards on the desk” or “the number of planets 
in the solar system.” The expression “the number of Fs” is 
a singular term, purporting to pick out an object, in just 
the same way as “the brother of John” is a singular term, 
purporting to pick out a certain individual. So for Frege, 
ascriptions of number depend for their truth on the exis¬ 
tence of objects, which are the referents of expressions of 
the form “the number of Fs.” 


Is it legitimate to suppose that given any general term 
F, there is also an object corresponding to the “the num¬ 
ber of Fs”? Frege held that it is legitimate to speak of 
objects of a certain kind, provided there is a criterion of 
identity for them. What is the criterion of identity for 
numbers? The answer is given by the following principle, 
known as Hume’s principle: “The number of Fs = the 
number of Gs if and only if (iff) there is a one-to-one 
correspondence between the Fs and the Gs.” 

A one-to-one correspondence is a relation that pairs 
each F with exactly one G and each G with exactly one F. 
So, for example, the number of knives on the table is 
equal to the number of forks provided that each fork can 
be paired with a unique knife and each knife with a 
unique fork. 

Frege demonstrated that all the Dedekind-Peano 
axioms for number theory can be proved from Hume’s 
principle alone, given appropriate definitions that he 
devised; a fact now known as Frege’s theorem. 

Frege attempted to go further by giving an explicit 
definition of “the number of Fs,” from which Hume’s 
principle itself could be proved. He defined “the number 
of Fs” as the set of all properties that can be put in one- 
to-one correspondence with the Fs. That is, the number n 
is identified with the extension of the second-order prop¬ 
erty of having »-members. 

This was a disaster. The principle concerning sets 
that Frege appealed to in his derivation of Hume’s princi¬ 
ple states that every predicate has an extension. The 
extension of a predicate is the set of all (and only) those 
objects that satisfy the predicate. As Russell’s paradox 
shows, however, this principle is inconsistent. If every 
predicate has an extension, then the predicate “is not a 
member of itself” has an extension, which would be the 
set of all (and only) the objects that are not members of 
themselves. Call this set R. It follows that R is a member 
of R iff R is not a member of R, a contradiction. Frege’s 
logical system had turned out to be inconsistent. This was 
the first of a number of paradoxes of set theory that were 
to have a formative influence on subsequent work in the 
foundations of mathematics. 

There were varying responses to Russell’s paradox. 
Russell and Alfred North Whitehead took one approach: 
the theory of types. Ernst Zermelo and others took a dif¬ 
ferent approach: that of axiomatic set theory. Given the 
now standard axioms for set theory, the Frege-Russell 
definition of the numbers will not work; the assumption 
that there is a nonempty set of all three-membered sets, 
for example, leads to a contradiction. A different 
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approach to the definition of the numbers is required. 
Instead of taking the numeral n to refer to the set of all n- 
membered sets, it can be taken to refer to some particu¬ 
lar, paradigm example of an M-membered set. 

John von Neumann provided an effective sequence 
of paradigm n-membered sets. The number zero is the 
paradigm zero-membered set: the empty set, 0. The num¬ 
ber 1 is the set whose only member is zero. The number 2 
is the paradigm two-membered set whose members are 0 
and 1. And in general, each number n is the n-membered 
set whose members consist of all and only the whole 
numbers from 0 up to (n - 1). 

One can then say that there are n members of a par¬ 
ticular set iff that set can be placed into a one-to-one cor¬ 
relation with the paradigm n-membered set. For instance, 
there are two decks of cards on the table iff the members 
of the set of decks of cards on the table can be placed into 
a one-to-one correspondence with the members of the 
paradigm two-membered set {0, {0}}. 

PHILOSOPHIES OF NUMBER 

Philosophical accounts of number (and mathematics 
more generally) can be divided into two broad categories: 
realist and antirealist. 

A realist about number holds that statements con¬ 
cerning numbers are objectively true or false. On this 
view, statements such as “there are nine planets in the 
solar system,” “there are infinitely many prime numbers,” 
“34957 + 70764 = 105621,” or “every even number greater 
than two is the sum of two primes” (Goldbach’s conjec¬ 
ture), say something that is objectively either true or false, 
even if no one knows which it is. In addition, the realist 
claims that some such statements are indeed true. That is, 
the realist typically accepts as true most, or all, of 
accepted mathematics. 

By contrast, an antirealist denies one or both of the 
two realist claims. That is, the antirealist will deny that 
there is an objective fact of the matter about the truth 
value of all statements concerning number or that all cur¬ 
rently accepted mathematical statements concerning 
number are actually true. 

THE ARGUMENT FOR PLATONISM 

Platonism, as that term is used in modern philosophy of 
mathematics, is the view that mathematics is the study of 
an objective realm of independently existing objects. In 
addition, the platonist holds that these objects are 
abstract, rather than physical objects. A physical object is 
something that (if it exists) has a location in space and 


time, can undergo changes of state, and can interact 
causally with other spatiotemporally located objects. 
Cups and saucers, stars and planets, plants and animals, 
and atoms and photons are all examples of physical 
objects. By contrast, an abstract object is something that 
(if it exists) lacks some or all of these properties. Abstract 
objects have no location in space and time, they have no 
state and no history, and they do not interact causally 
with other objects. 

The main philosophical argument for platonism in 
modern philosophy proceeds as follows. Many statements 
of arithmetic appear to make existential claims. For 
example, the statement “there is a prime number greater 
than three” asserts the existence of an object having cer¬ 
tain properties. Since many such arithmetical statements 
are true, it follows that numbers exist. This does not yet 
show that numbers must be abstract, but various argu¬ 
ments can be given against the alternatives. For example, 
every physical object has a location in space and exists for 
a certain time. Numbers have neither of these properties. 
Then again, there are infinitely many numbers, but per¬ 
haps a finite number of physical objects. It follows that 
numbers, if they exist, must be nonphysical, abstract 
objects. 

The argument for platonism can be summarized as 
follows: 

PI. Arithmetical sentences express statements that 
are objectively true or false 

P2. Some arithmetical statements are true 

P3. Arithmetical statements quantify over certain 
objects (numbers) 

Therefore: 

Cl: Numbers exist. 

However: 

P4: Numbers, if they exist, must be abstract (non¬ 
physical, nonmental) objects. 

Therefore: 

C: Numbers are abstract objects. 

THE EPISTEMOLOGICAL PROBLEM 

The central problem facing a platonist philosophy of 
number is epistemological. Abstract objects cannot be 
directly perceived, nor can they have any effects on 
objects or processes that can be directly perceived. How 
then is it possible for us to know anything at all about 
such objects? The causal isolation of abstract objects 


ENCYCLOPEDIA OF PHILOSOPHY 
2nd edition 


673 



NUMBER 


appears to make them unknowable. Hence either we have 
no mathematical knowledge, or platonism is not the cor¬ 
rect view of mathematics. 

Before Frege, philosophers had postulated that 
human beings have some kind of direct cognitive access 
to mathematical objects, through perception or some 
rational faculty analogous to perception, or (for 
Immanuel Kant) through an a priori intuition or con¬ 
struction. 

According to Frege our our only access to numbers is 
through our knowledge of the truth-values of arithmeti¬ 
cal statements. Certain sentences of our language contain 
terms standing for numbers and quantifiers that range 
over numbers. If it can be shown that some of those sen¬ 
tences are true (and Frege hoped to show that they are 
logically true), then we will have explained how we can 
know about numbers, even though we have no direct per¬ 
ceptual or causal contact with them. 

If the reduction of arithmetic to logic could be car¬ 
ried out, our knowledge of numbers would have been 
shown to be based on our knowledge of the truth of the 
basic laws of logic. Frege thought there was no real prob¬ 
lem about how we know that the laws of logic are true; we 
can just see that they are. Explaining the psychological 
mechanisms that give us this ability is outside the scope 
of philosophy and can be left to the psychologists. The 
discovery of the paradoxes ruined this comfortable pic¬ 
ture, showing that we have no infallible insight into the 
fundamental truths of logic after all. The reduction of 
arithmetic to set theory does not resolve this problem. 
Our knowledge of the basic laws of set theory cannot be 
any more certain or secure than our knowledge of the 
fundamental laws of arithmetic. 

REALIST ALTERNATIVES TO 
PLATONISM 

In view of the epistemological problem for platonism, 
many philosophers of mathematics have sought to avoid 
the conclusion that numbers are abstract objects. How¬ 
ever, if that conclusion should be rejected, the argument 
for platonism given earlier must be unsound. Alternatives 
to platonism can be usefully classified according to which 
of the premises of that argument are rejected. 

An obvious point at which that argument might be 
attacked is at premise P4. That is, one could deny that 
numbers, if they exist, must be abstract. Along these lines 
are various attempts to provide a physicalist account of 
mathematical objects such as numbers and sets. Such 
accounts differ from platonism only in denying that 


numbers are entirely nonphysical and abstract. The pay¬ 
off is epistemological. If, for example, numbers are prop¬ 
erties or relations that can be instantiated by ordinary 
physical objects, then some basic knowledge of numbers 
could be acquired by ordinary perception. 

Another realist alternative is to accept PI and P2, but 
deny P3; the claim that mathematical statements quantify 
over a domain of special objects of some kind. One strat¬ 
egy is to think of arithmetic as the theory, not of a special 
realm of objects, but of a certain pattern or structure. In 
the case of arithmetic the structure in question is that 
shared by any infinite progression of objects (also called 
an co-sequence) in which (1) there is a unique first ele¬ 
ment and (2) for any given element there is a distinct, 
unique next element in the sequence, called the successor 
of the given element. 

According to one variety of structuralism, the truths 
of arithmetic are simply those that hold in every system 
of objects that form an co-sequence. An equation such as 
2 + 1 = 3 is interpreted as elliptical for the generalization; 
“If S is any system of objects that form an co-sequence, 
then the successor of the successor of the first element of 
S added to the successor of the first element of S is equal 
to the successor of the successor of the successor of the 
first element of S.” 

Structuralism is often motivated by a certain onto¬ 
logical problem for platonism. According to the platonist, 
sets and numbers are abstract objects. What is the rela¬ 
tionship between them? We have already described one 
way in which the natural numbers can be defined as sets. 
This is the definition of the natural numbers as the von 
Neumann numbers: 0 = 0, 1 = {0}, 2 = {0,1}, and 3 = 
{0,1,2} and in general, N +1 = {0, 1,..., AT}.This is not the 
only possible set-theoretic definition of the natural num¬ 
bers, however. Zermelo, for example, defined the 
sequence as follows: 0 = 0,1 = {0}, 2 = {1}, and 3 = {2} and 
in general, N+l = {N}. 

From a purely mathematical point of view the defi¬ 
nitions seem equally valid, since they both validate 
exactly the same theorems of arithmetic. However, the 
two definitions are certainly not equivalent, since they 
identify some numbers with distinct sets; on von Neu¬ 
mann’s definition 2 = {0, {0}} (a set with two members), 
while on Zermelo’s definition 2 = {{0}} (a set with just 
one member). 

From a platonist perspective there is something puz¬ 
zling about this. If numbers are independently existing 
objects, then there must be a fact of the matter about 
which set, if any, the number 2 is identical with. It cannot 
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be that there are two equally correct definitions of the 
number 2 that identify it with different sets, but this is 
exactly what one seems to have in the case of the von 
Neumann and Zermelo definitions: two equally correct 
accounts of the number 2 that assign it to distinct sets. 

A generalization of this line of argument yields the 
conclusion that numbers cannot be objects of any kind. 
Any definition of numbers in terms of particular mathe¬ 
matical objects of some other kind is arbitrary, in the 
sense that equivalent, but distinct alternative definitions 
will always be available. However, if, as the platonist 
holds, numbers are objects, there must be a fact of the 
matter about which objects the numbers really are. So 
there must be something wrong with platonism. 

From a structuralist perspective, however, this kind 
of ontological relativity is readily explicable. For on that 
account, arithmetic is not concerned with a domain of 
specific objects, but only with what holds good in all co¬ 
sequences. The sequences of sets defined by von Neu¬ 
mann and Zermelo are both examples of co-sequences, so 
both systems have the required structure. Any system of 
objects (sets or otherwise) having the same structure will 
do just as well, for arithmetic is just the theory of the 
properties shared by all co-sequences. 

CONVENTIONALISM 

A different approach, long popular with empiricists, is to 
say that mathematics is concerned not with objects, but 
with relations between concepts. A good example is the 
account of mathematics associated with the philosophical 
movement known as logical positivism, which had its 
heyday in the 1930s and 1940s. According to the posi¬ 
tivists, the truths of logic and mathematics are alike in 
being analytic, by which they meant that they are true 
solely in virtue of the meanings of the symbols they con¬ 
tain, meanings that are established by linguistic conven¬ 
tion. 

On this view, 2 + 2 = 4 is true because of the stipula¬ 
tions we have laid down governing the use of the symbols 
“2,” “4,” “+,” and As such it is completely without 
empirical content and this explains the irrelevance of 
empirical evidence to mathematics. No fact about the 
world can contradict the statement 2 + 2 = 4, because its 
truth does not depend on facts about the world, but only 
on facts about what the mathematical symbols occurring 
in it mean. What our symbols mean is a matter of arbi¬ 
trary linguistic convention. We can simply stipulate that 
our symbols are going to have certain meanings and then 
the truth of various statements involving them will fol¬ 
low. The truths of arithmetic on this view are records of 


the stipulations we have laid down governing the use of 
the arithmetical symbols. 

Largely as a result of criticisms developed by Quine 
and others, conventionalism is no longer widely accepted. 
One difficulty is that even if it were possible simply to 
stipulate that the terms of a mathematical theory are to be 
assigned whatever meaning makes all the axioms turn out 
true, the stipulation will backfire if the axioms are incon¬ 
sistent. Whether the axioms are consistent or not is itself 
a mathematical fact which is independent of our stipula¬ 
tions and conventions. If so, then not all mathematical 
facts can be purely conventional or true in virtue of 
meaning. 

The specific objections to conventionalism are how¬ 
ever, less significant than the alternative account of the 
epistemology of mathematics developed by Quine, which 
if correct, would undermine the main epistemological 
motivation for conventionalism. Quine’s alternative 
account is described in the final section of this article. 

NOMINALISM 

Nominalism is the philosophical thesis that there are no 
abstract objects that is, everything that exists is a con¬ 
crete, physical particular. In interpreting mathematics 
and science then, the nominalist has two options. One 
option is to say that despite appearances, mathematical 
and scientific theories do not involve reference to abstract 
objects after all. The other option is to say that they do 
and are therefore literally false. The nominalist may then 
seek to provide a positive account of mathematical and 
scientific theories, showing how they can be reformulated 
so as to avoid any reference to abstract objects. The result 
would be an error theory of science and mathematics. 

This second approach is the one taken by the nomi¬ 
nalist philosopher Hartry Field, who has attempted to 
demonstrate that reference to abstract objects can be 
eliminated from science by showing how nominalistic 
versions of physical theories might be constructed: ver¬ 
sions which do not presuppose the existence of abstract 
objects such as numbers or functions. The interested 
reader is referred to the bibliography for further details of 
the construction and the philosophical debate surround¬ 
ing it. 

FORMALISM 

This type of nominalist antirealism concerning numbers 
and other abstract objects consists in a denial only of the 
second premise (P2) of the argument for platonism given 
earlier. On such a view, mathematical sentences express 
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statements which can be true or false, but it is argued that 
there is no good reason for thinking that any mathemat¬ 
ical statements involving quantification over abstract 
objects are literally true. 

More radical types of antirealism deny the first 
premise (PI) of the argument for platonism. One way of 
denying that premise is to say that mathematical sen¬ 
tences do not express statements that could be true or 
false at all, objectively or otherwise. This is the approach 
taken by the formalist account of mathematics. On this 
view, mathematics is not a body of statements that can be 
true or false. Instead, mathematics is thought of as analo¬ 
gous to a game, like chess. It is a game played with sym¬ 
bols according to certain rules. 

The most sophisticated version of the formalist 
account of mathematics is that proposed by the mathe¬ 
matician David Hilbert in the 1920s and early 1930s. 
According to Hilbert mathematics has a meaningful part 
and a purely formal part. The meaningful part consists of 
finitary statements. These are decidable statements con¬ 
cerning only perceptible concrete symbols, such as the 
numerals 0, SO, SSO, SSSO. The purely formal component 
consists of ideal statements, statements that involve 
unbounded quantification over infinite domains such as 
the natural numbers. All such statements are strictly 
meaningless, according to Hilbert. Their introduction 
into mathematical theories was to be justified on purely 
instrumental grounds. They provide the mathematician 
with an extremely powerful, but in principle dispensable, 
means of proving facts about the real finitary subject 
matter of mathematics. 

Hilbert’s program was to show, using only finitary 
methods, that the introduction of such ideal statements 
into arithmetic could never lead to any false finitary state¬ 
ment becoming derivable. This is equivalent to proving 
using only finitary methods that classical arithmetic is 
consistent. He hoped to establish the same result for set 
theory, thereby establishing that the threat of inconsis¬ 
tency implied by the paradoxes could be guaranteed not 
to arise there either. “No one,” wrote Hilbert, “shall drive 
us out from the paradise that Cantor has created for us” 
(Benacerraf and Putnam [1983], p. 191). 

There is a fairly broad consensus that Kurt Godel’s 
second incompleteness theorem shows that Hilbert’s pro¬ 
gram is unachievable, even at the level of arithmetic. Let 
T be any standard formal system for arithmetic. Suppose 
there was a finitary consistency proof for T. Then that 
proof could be formalized as a derivation in T of a for¬ 
mula expressing the consistency of T. However, by 
Godel’s second incompleteness theorem, no consistent 


formal system for arithmetic can contain such a deriva¬ 
tion. It follows that the goal of Hilbert’s program is 
unachievable for arithmetic and so also for set theory. 

INTUITION ISM 

A different response to the paradoxes, current at the time 
Hilbert was writing, was the intuitionist account of math¬ 
ematics, proposed by the mathematician Luitzen Egber- 
tus Jan Brouwer and developed by Arend Heyting. 
Intuitionism can be thought of as denying the first prem¬ 
ise of the argument for platonism by claiming that 
although mathematics does constitute a body of state¬ 
ments that can be true or false, the truth or falsity of a 
mathematical statement is not independent of human 
beings. 

The platonist thinks of the natural numbers as an 
infinite domain of objects that exist independently of 
human thought and that make arithmetical statements 
objectively true or false. By contrast, intuitionists such as 
Brouwer and Heyting think of the natural numbers as 
mental constructions, objects that are created by the 
human mind. On this view, what makes a mathematical 
statement true or false is not the existence of objects that 
are independent of human beings, but the existence of a 
certain kind of mental construction, a proof (though not 
a proof in a formal system). 

This conception of mathematical truth led the intu¬ 
itionists to reject the law of excluded middle, as applied to 
mathematics. That is, they denied the universal validity of 
the logical schema “Either A or not-A.” For on the intu¬ 
itionist view, a mathematical conjecture for which neither 
proof nor disproof has yet been constructed, cannot be 
said to be either true or false. 

Although paradox may be avoided in the intuitionis- 
tic reconstruction of mathematics, many contemporary 
philosophers would reject it. One reason is the apparent 
truncation of classical mathematics necessitated by intu¬ 
itionism; many theorems of classical analysis and set the¬ 
ory are false when interpreted intuitionistically. A deeper 
reason may be a distrust of the reforming nature of the 
intuitionism. The role of philosophy, it is thought, should 
be to provide an account or interpretation of mathemat¬ 
ics as it actually is, not to reformulate or remake mathe¬ 
matics in a new image. 

An exception to this general trend is Michael Dum- 
mett. A widely accepted philosophical thesis has it that 
the meaning of a statement is given by its truth condi¬ 
tions. Dummett argues that this is empty, unless accom¬ 
panied by a substantive account of truth; an account 
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which goes beyond the mere equivalence of ‘P is true’ 
with P. But meaning cannot be explained in terms of a 
concept of truth according to which truth is something 
that may apply to a statement quite independently of 
whether it is possible to know that it does, for then our 
knowledge of the meaning of a statement would not 
always be capable of being made manifest by publicly 
observable behaviour—a condition which is necessary 
for meaning to be communicable. Instead, meaning must 
be explained in terms of verification conditions; to know 
the meaning of a mathematical statement is to know what 
would count as a proof of it. Thus the argument leads to 
a version of intuitionism; to say that a mathematical 
statement is true is to say that we have a proof, while to 
say that it is false is to say that we have a disproof. 

Dummett’s argument depends only on very general 
considerations concerning the communicability of 
meaning. If valid, the argument would apply to state¬ 
ments of any kind whatsoever and not just to mathemat¬ 
ical ones. For example, it would be a consequence that 
perfectly ordinary statements about the past which can 
no longer be verified or refuted could not be considered 
either true or false, unless it could be shown that there is 
some special feature of our use of such statements which 
makes a verification transcendent account of their mean¬ 
ing possible. 

THE INDISPENSABILITY ARGUMENT 

The epistemological objection to platonism is one aspect 
of a more general problem for empiricism. Mathematics 
appears to be highly non-empirical, in both its subject- 
matter and its methodology. Empirical evidence does not 
appear relevant to mathematics. However if, as the 
empiricist asserts, all our knowledge is ultimately empir¬ 
ical, there seems to be no good reason for thinking that 
mathematics is true at all. The logical positivist’s claim 
that mathematics is analytic, or true only in virtue of 
meaning, was an attempt to solve this problem by show¬ 
ing how mathematical statements could be true, though 
independent of all empirical evidence. 

In a now classic series of papers written in the late 
1940s and early 1950s, Quine launched a major critique 
of this conventionalist solution to the problem, while also 
developing a significant alternative account of the struc¬ 
ture of empirical knowledge and the place of mathemat¬ 
ics within that structure. Quine argued that the mistake 
made by earlier empiricists was to think that individual 
statements can be tested empirically in isolation from 
each other. Instead, it must be recognized that our scien¬ 
tific beliefs form an interlocked system or web that “faces 


the tribunal of experience as a corporate body.” (Quine, 
‘Two Dogmas of Empiricism’, in ‘From a logical point of 
view’, p. 41). Mathematical beliefs form an indispensable 
part of this system and are therefore justified to the extent 
that they contribute to the goals of scientific prediction 
and explanation. In Quine’s view the mathematics used in 
a successfully confirmed scientific theory is confirmed 
along with the rest of that theory. Mathematical objects, 
like numbers and sets, are theoretical posits, epistemolog¬ 
ically on a par with electrons and photons. 

Quine draws a further conclusion. If mathematics 
can be supported by empirical evidence, it can also be 
undermined by it. Our mathematical beliefs are open to 
empirical falsification and revision, in just the same way 
as our scientific beliefs. The illusion of a difference 
between mathematical and other scientific statements is 
generated, according to Quine, by pragmatic considera¬ 
tions. We are far more reluctant to revise the mathemati¬ 
cal and logical components of our scientific theories 
because these are so deeply embedded in the system of 
total science that altering them would result in a major 
restructuring of the entire system. But if the result of such 
a restructuring was an overall simplification or improve¬ 
ment in the total system of science, then it would be per¬ 
fectly rationally justified. 

Quine’s epistemology is significant because it pro¬ 
vides a solution, consistent with empiricism, to the epis¬ 
temological problem for platonism. Quine can accept all 
the premises in the argument for platonism given earlier. 
Mathematical statements can be taken to refer, as they 
appear to refer, to abstract objects such as numbers and 
sets. But the epistemological problem is resolved. Num¬ 
bers and sets cannot be perceived, either directly or indi¬ 
rectly, but their utility in enabling us to predict and 
explain the world provides us with all the justification for 
their existence we need or could ever be entitled to. 

The indispensability of mathematics in science has 
two aspects: one emphasized by Quine, the other by 
Hilary Putnam. Quine argues from the indispensability of 
mathematics in the derivation of the observation state¬ 
ments that confirm or disconfirm scientific theories and 
hypotheses. Putnam emphases a different aspect of the 
indispensability of mathematics in science. Mathematics 
is used in science, not only in deriving predictions from 
theories but also in formulating the empirical hypotheses 
of those theories. Consider Boyle’s law, for example, 
which states the relationship between the pressure, tem¬ 
perature, and volume of a fixed quantity of gas enclosed 
in some container. The law states that the pressure of the 
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gas is equal to a constant multiplied by the temperature of 
the gas, divided by the volume. 

P = kT / V 

Pressure, temperature, and volume are all numerical 
quantities. The pressure of the gas in kilopascals at a cer¬ 
tain time is a real number, as are the volume in cubic cen¬ 
timeters and the temperature in degrees Celsius at a time. 
The law states that a certain mathematical relationship 
always holds between these real numbers. Boyle’s law is 
therefore just as much committed to the existence of real 
numbers and functions as it is to the existence of gases. In 
this way, realism about physical theory leads to realism 
about mathematical objects such as numbers. 

The Quine-Putnam argument allows for the empiri¬ 
cal justification not only of the often highly specific 
mathematical statements (such as numerical equations) 
used to derive predictions from a theory but also of any 
more general mathematical statements, such as set-theo¬ 
retic axioms, which imply them. Boyle’s law can be 
derived from the more fundamental laws of thermody¬ 
namics. Hence any empirical confirmation of Boyle’s law 
accrues also to the thermodynamic laws used to derive it. 
In just the same way, since arithmetic can be reduced to 
set theory, the numerical equations used to derive predic¬ 
tions from Boyle’s law can be derived from the axioms of 
set theory. Hence any empirical confirmation of those 
equations accrues also to the axioms of set theory. In this 
way, it might be hoped that a great deal of even abstract 
mathematics can be justified by means of the Quine-Put¬ 
nam argument. 

See also Frege, Gottlob; Mathematics, Foundations of; 
Platonism and the Platonic Tradition; Quine, Willard 
Van Orman; Russell, Bertrand Arthur William. 
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NUMENIUS OF APAMEA 

Numenius of Apamea, the second-century Greek 
philosopher perhaps best known for his description of 
Plato as an Atticizing Moses, was a precursor of Plotinus 
and Neoplatonism and also had affinities with Gnosti¬ 
cism and the Hermetic tradition. Of his life practically 
nothing is known, and even the approximate dates of his 
birth and death are uncertain. Since his description of 
Plato is quoted by Clement of Alexandria (Stromateis i, 
22.93), he cannot have survived much later than 200 CE, 
while the latest writers cited in the fragments of his works 
belong to the time of Nero (37-68 CE). He may have been 
of non-Greek origin, and his name, like that of Porphyry, 
may have been a Greek translation of a Semitic original. 
Our sources commonly describe him as a Pythagorean, 
but Iamblichus and Proclus call him a Platonist, which 
comes to much the same thing in an age when Plato was 
considered a disciple of Pythagoras. Certainly Numenius 
is best grouped with such Middle Platonists as Albinus. 
His work was based primarily upon exegesis of Plato and 
presents a systematization of Plato’s thought with a dual¬ 
ist emphasis. It is possible that he had some knowledge of 
Christianity, but what is truly remarkable is his knowl¬ 
edge of Judaism. It has been suggested that he himself was 
a Jew, but this is far from certain. What is clear is that he 
sought to go back before Plato and Pythagoras to the 
teachings of the ancient East, the Brahmins, the Jews, the 
Magi, and the Egyptians. In this respect there are links 
with the Hermetic books and with the prisca theologia of 
such Renaissance writers as Marsilio Ficino and Giovanni 
Pico della Mirandola, although scholars differ as to the 
extent to which Numenius’s philosophy was actually 
influenced by Oriental ideas and the extent to which it 
was purely Greek. 


A notable feature of his thought is his doctrine of the 
Demiurge. He postulates two opposed principles, God 
and matter, the monad and the dyad, but whereas the 
Pythagoreans adhered to monism by making the dyad 
emanate from the monad, Numenius developed a dualis- 
tic theory. Matter is evil, and the supreme God can there¬ 
fore have no contact with it; hence the need for a second 
god, the Demiurge, who is of dual nature, an anima 
mundi related both to God and to matter (cf. the Philonic 
Logos). There are also two souls in the world, one good 
and one evil, and two souls in man, a rational and an irra¬ 
tional; and the only escape from this dualism is by deliv¬ 
erance from the prison of the body. Astrological elements 
in Numenius’s anthropology suggest an attempt to give 
astrology a rational basis. 

Numenius is important for his influence on later 
Neoplatonists, although some of his views were to be 
rejected by them. The allegation that Plotinus merely pla¬ 
giarized Numenius prompted Plotinus’s disciple Amelius 
to write a book pointing out the differences between 
them (Porphyry, Vita Plotini 17). The hierarchy of three 
gods, for example, appears to be similar to Plotinus’s hier¬ 
archy of being, but the three entities in each case do not 
correspond exactly in detail. Moreover, Plotinus rejected 
Numenius’s dualistic and Gnosticizing tendencies. 

See also Platonism and the Platonic Tradition; Pythago¬ 
ras and Pythagoreanism. 

Bibliography 

FRAGMENTS 

des Places, Edouard, ed. and tr. Numenius, Fragments. Paris: 
Belles Lettres, 1973. (Includes French translation.) 

STUDIES 

Armstrong, A. H. The Architecture of the Intelligible Universe in 
the Philosophy of Plotinus. Cambridge, U.K.: Cambridge 
University Press, 1940. 

Beutler, R. “Numenios.” In Pauly-Wissowa, Real-Encyclopaedie. 
Supp. VII (1940), pp. 664ff. 

Burnyeat, Myles F. “Platonism in the Bible: Numenius of 
Apamea on Exodus and Eternity.” In Metaphysics, Soul, and 
Ethics. Themes from the Work of Richard Sorabji, edited by 
Ricardo Salles. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004. 

Dillon, John. The Middle Platonists. A Study of Platonism, 80 
B.C. to A.D. 220, 2nd ed. London: Duckworth, 1996. 

Dodds, Eric R. (1960). “Numenius and Ammonius.” In Les 
sources de Plotin = Entretiens sur VAntiquite Classique. Vol. 5. 
Geneva: Fondation Hardt, 1957. 

Festugiere, A. J. La revelation d’Hermes Trismegiste. Vol. Ill: Les 
doctrines de Fame. Paris: Lecoffre, 1953. Vol. IV: Le dieu 
inconnu. Paris: Lecoffre, 1954. 


ENCYCLOPEDIA OF PHILOSOPHY 
2nd edition 


679 



NUSSBAUM, MARTHA 


Frede, Michael. “NumeniusIn Aufstieg und Niedergang der 
romischen Welt, Vol. II.36.2, edited by H. Temporini and W. 
Haase. Berlin: de Gruyter, 1987. 

Leemans, E. A. Studie over den Wijsgeer Numenius van Apamea. 
Memoires de FAcademie Royale de Belgique. Vol. 37. 
Brussels, 1937. Includes fragments and testimonia. 

Puech, H. C. Melanges Bidez. Vol. II. Brussels, 1934. 

Vogel, C. J. de. Greek Philosophy. Vol. Ill, 421ff. Leiden: Brill, 
1959. 

R. McL. Wilson (1967) 

Bibliography updated by G. R. Boys-Stones (2005) 


NUSSBAUM, MARTHA 

(1947-) 

Martha Nussbaum has contributed to ethics, political 
theory, classics, philosophy of mind, legal theory, educa¬ 
tional theory, public policy, and gender studies. Educated 
at New York University (BA, 1969) and Harvard Univer¬ 
sity (MA, 1971; PhD, 1975), she has taught at Harvard, 
Brown University, Oxford University, and the University 
of Chicago. 

Nussbaum’s work ranges widely, but she has consis¬ 
tently returned to such themes as: the nature of emotion 
and its role in philosophical argument, the extension and 
application of the “capabilities approach” in the theory of 
justice, the role of philosophical argument and reflection 
in the public sphere, and the relationship between philos¬ 
ophy and art and literature. Her work can be helpfully 
characterized as a sustained critique of Platonism. The 
Fragility of Goodness (1986), her first major book, argued 
that the Platonic view of the good life marks “an aspira¬ 
tion to rational self-sufficiency through the ‘trapping’ and 
‘binding’ of unreliable features of the world.” Such self- 
sufficiency omits “a kind of human worth that is insepa¬ 
rable from vulnerability, an excellence that is in its nature 
other-related and social, a rationality whose nature it is 
not to attempt to seize, hold, trap, and control, in whose 
values openness, receptivity, and wonder play an impor¬ 
tant part” (pp. 19-20). 

Nussbaum has consistently defended the latter. 
Against the Platonic-Christian view that transcendent 
Good or God is at the heart of morality, she advances her 
own comprehensive, Aristotelian-Kantian-Jewish view 
that religion highlights the largely autonomous, primary 
domain of human moral effort. The highest moral para¬ 
digms are not such figures as the saints or Gandhi, but 
those who, like Nehru, found the good life in human fini- 
tude and limitation. For Nussbaum, rigorist or ascetic 
moralism, whether in Gandhi or Plato, betrays a violence 


toward the self that may undermine morality and com¬ 
passion. 

Upheavals of Thought: The Intelligence of Emotions 
(2001) develops the moral psychology that figures in 
Nussbaum’s ethical and political work. The Platonic 
ascent of love is criticized for having the lover climb to 
such heights as to be beyond compassion and human 
need, beyond even altruistic contact with actual human 
beings. Christian and Romantic views fail in the same 
way, and can reinforce developmental tendencies posi¬ 
tively inimical to morality—childhood emotions of 
shame, disgust, and envy. Nussbaum works out a highly 
qualified “neo-Stoic” view of the emotions, according to 
which “once one has formed attachments to unstable 
things not fully under one’s control, once one has made 
these part of one’s notion of one’s flourishing, one has 
emotions of a background kind toward them—on my 
view, judgments that acknowledge their enormous 
worth—that persist in the fabric of one’s life, and are cru¬ 
cial to the explanation of one’s actions” (p. 71). Thus, 
emotions are a type of evaluative judgment, construed in 
a way broad enough to allow that nonhuman animals and 
infants, who lack propositional thought, can also be said 
to have emotions. And they have a narrative structure, 
found in one’s life history. Acknowledging one’s needi¬ 
ness, however, and representing the world from the per¬ 
sonal point of view and with considerable ambivalence, 
the emotions so characterized pose problems for moral 
and political theories stressing mutual respect, dignity, 
and concern for others. 

Nussbaum’s account of such emotions as compas¬ 
sion, shame, and disgust, which also receive extended 
treatment in her Hiding from Humanity (2004), is vital for 
understanding her political philosophy, which draws 
heavily on Aristotle, Immanuel Kant, John Stuart Mill, 
Karl Marx, John Rawls, and Amartya Sen. She defends a 
broadly Rawlsian political liberalism that frames an 
account of human flourishing adapted to the demands of 
liberal political theory, respecting the reasonable plurality 
of views of the good life to be found in the modern world. 
Her collaboration with Sen, beginning with The Quality 
of Life (1993), has yielded a critique of conventional eco¬ 
nomic measures of human welfare and pointed up the 
virtues of instead measuring people’s capabilities, what 
they are capable of doing or being across central areas of 
human life. Her aim has been to bring her Aristotelianism 
into harmony with the capabilities approach, adapted to 
serve as a form of political liberalism that could also 
undergird the type of universalistic critique required by 
feminism. 
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Nussbaum’s development of the capabilities ap¬ 
proach in connection with feminism has led her to intro¬ 
duce more Kantian and Millian elements into her argu¬ 
ments and to emphasize the recognition of human 
dignity as a core feature of political liberalism. Sex and 
Social Justice (1999) and Women and Human Develop¬ 
ment (2000) develop the capabilities theory as the philo¬ 
sophical groundwork for basic constitutional standards, 
applicable to all governments, defining the minimal 
requirements of respect for human dignity. These works 
provide a highly developed account of the central human 
capabilities—life, bodily health, bodily integrity, senses, 
imagination and thought, emotions, practical reason, 
affiliation, concern for nature and other species, play, and 
political and material control over one’s environment— 
and articulate the political liberal demand that all citizens 
must, as a requirement of justice, enjoy a basic threshold 
level of each of these capabilities. Her focus on the injus¬ 
tices confronting women, gays, and lesbians, and others 
suffering from insidious forms of oppression, has 
widened to cover problems of international justice and 
justice with respect to nonhuman animals. 

Nussbaum has also paid special attention to educa¬ 
tion. Cultivating Humanity (1997) argues for an educa¬ 
tion (inspired by Plato’s earlier, truly Socratic dialogues) 
that would awaken students to self-scrutiny and to their 
capabilities for love and imagination. Promoting a greater 
role for such philosophical reflection in public life has 
been one of Nussbaum’s chief priorities. 


See also Aristotelianism; Aristotle; Feminism and the 
History of Philosophy; Feminist Philosophy; Justice; 
Kant, Immanuel; Marx, Karl; Mill, John Stuart; Plato; 
Platonism and the Platonic Tradition; Rawls, John; Sen, 
Amartya K.; Women in the History of Philosophy. 
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